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Participant	 Service	as	Head		 Service	in	Current	Role	 Current	Role	
Participant	1.	 10	years	 17	months	 Head	of	School	
Participant	2.	 12	years	 7	years	 Head	of	Secondary	
Participant	3.	 7	years	 1	year	 Primary	Principal	
Participant	4.	 18	years	 2	years	 Primary	Principal	
Participant	5.	 9	years	 1	year	 Primary	Principal	
Participant	6.	 9	years	 6	years	 Head	of	Early	Years	
Participant	7.	 8	years	 1	year	 Director	

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Working	with	students	 50	 32.36	 17.64	
Working	with	parents	 81.82	 12.13	 6.06	
Working	with	teachers	 75.53	 11.76	 12.71	
Working	with	senior	colleagues	 25.01	 34.36	 40.63	






























































































Impacts	negatively	on	work	 48.48	 21.22	 30.3	
Impacts	negatively	on	personal	life	 9.09	 55.55	 36.36	
Impacts	negatively	on	health	 50	 23.53	 26.47	































I	find	a	healthy	lifestyle	helpful	 85.29	 5.88	 8.82	
I	seek	support	from	family/friends	 84.84	 12.12	 3.03	
































I	reflect	on	how	I	might	do	my	job	better	 92.6	 7.4	 0.0	
I	bounce	back	quickly	 76.92	 19.23	 3.85	




































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































laws.		 	 	 	
“…when	(the	new	Head)	came	in	the	board	sacked	me	and	my	oppo	in	the	primary	
department.	My	oppo	took	the	package	they	offered	but	I	refused	and	fought	it	and	won…I	
was	not	prepared	to	go	under	those	circumstances.	It	was	extremely	stressful	having	been	
there	so	long	but	I	hung	on	in.”	
	
She	describes	the	stress	caused	by	a	constant	flow	of	new	head	teachers	to	the	school,	each	
bringing	new	changes,	many	of	which	she	has	not	supported.	
“I	have	to	be	professional,	even	if	I	do	not	agree	with	what	has	happened.	I	have	to	support	it	
outwardly	as	I	am	management.	It	can	be	quite	hard	and	lonely	not	being	able	to	be	honest	
about	what	I	think	and	how	I	have	been	treated.”	
	
Another	participant	describes	supporting	her	head	of	school	through	the	remaining	school	
year	following	his	dismissal	during	the	first	term.		
Participant	5	
“It	was	stressful	as	I	was	trying	to	support	him	on	a	personal	level	to	deal	with	this	rejection	
and	also	the	anxiety	he	was	feeling	about	the	future...	He	also	checked	out	professionally	and	
was	not	able	or	decided	not	to	fulfill	his	role	properly	so	I	was	filling	in	the	gaps	and	stepping	
up	to	take	on	extra	responsibility	without	making	it	obvious	to	the	rest	of	the	staff.”	
	
The	same	participant	also	refers	to	poor	support	from	her	head	of	school	and	assistant	
principal	over	a	staff	disciplinary	issue,	early	in	her	incumbency,	as	compounding	an	already	
emotionally	challenging	situation.	She	recounts	how	she	was	encouraged	to	issue	a	formal	
warning	to	a	staff	member,	without	being	informed	that	this	was	the	first	in	the	history	of	
the	school.	
“the	support	I	was	getting	from	my	senior	colleagues	…was	counter	productive.	In	many	
ways	they	made	it	much	worse.	This	meant	that	I	did	not	feel	I	could	really	trust	anyone	in	
school.”	
	
Relationships	with	the	Board	and	External	Administrators	
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Three	participants	cite	relationships	with	the	board	of	directors/governors	as	being	
emotionally	challenging.	These	include	the	difficulties	of	dealing	with	parent	boards	and	
dealings	with	dishonest	or	unscrupulous	boards.	Participant	1	describes	the	dynamics	of	
working	with	boards	made	up	of	parent	governors,	each	with	their	own	agenda.	
“there	are	some	things	that	boards	should	not	get	involved	in,	especially	with	parent	boards	
in	international	schools.	You	need	to	have	a	strong	board	chair.	Where	you	have	parent	
boards,	parent	governors	bring	their	personal	issues	and	emotions	into	meetings	it	can	be	
very	tricky.”	
	
Both	Participant	5	and	Participant	8	describe	working	with	boards	that	lacked	transparency	
and	honesty	in	their	dealings	with	SMT	and	the	additional	strain	this	has	placed	on	them.	For	
Participant	5,	this	manifested	in	poor	communication	about	the	expectations	of	the	local	
authority.	
“…I	felt	that	the	CEO	and	the	board	were	not	telling	me	the	whole	truth	about	the	motivation	
of	the	authority.	It	turned	out	months	later	that	this	was	true.	So	I	felt	helpless	and	
powerless.”	
	
Participant	8	has	also	faced	a	similar	situation,	just	prior	to	an	inspection	visit	from	the	local	
authority,	with	potentially	serious	consequences	for	the	school.			
	
	
Relationships	with	Parents	
Although	mentioned	less	frequently	than	relationships	with	staff,	issues	and	encounters	
involving	parents	are	a	source	of	emotional	challenge	for	some	participants.		Five	heads	
recount	disputes	with	parents,	which	range	from	groups	of	parents	questioning	the	
effectiveness	of	curriculum	changes	to	issues	relating	to	individual	students.	Participant	8	
refers	to	a	meeting	with	a	large	group	of	angry	parents	over	unexpected	changes	to	the	
school’s	status,	as	required	by	the	local	authority,	while	both	Participant	2	and	Participant	5	
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discussed	situations	where	parents’	expectations	relating	to	student	disciplinary	matters	
caused	emotional	strain.	For	Participant	2	this	related	to	issues	of	cyber	bullying	and	the	
parent	expectation	that	this	is	a	school	matter.	
	“…one	of	the	sets	of	parents	was	not	happy	and	then	after	we	dealt	with	it	all	came	in	and	
just	took	their	daughter	out	of	school.	Just	like	that.	They	also	contacted	the	Chair	of	the	
Board	and	I	received	a	letter	to	say	one	of	the	girls	was	in	fear	of	her	life.	It	was	not	
anywhere	near	that	bad…it	was	really	draining.”	
	
While	for	Participant	5	a	small	group	of	parents	felt	she	had	mishandled	the	disciplining	of	
their	children	following	a	bullying	incident	and	angrily	pursued	her.		
“I	had	to	discipline	some	boys	who	had	been	punching	a	younger	boy	and	so	I	called	them	in	
individually	and	spoke	with	them	in	a	stern	manner	as	is	the	norm	in	the	British	system.	
Several	parents	were	very	unhappy	about	this	and	felt	I	had	not	treated	the	boys	well	
although	I	was	very	respectful	would	never	raise	my	voice	to	a	child.	They	pursued	this	for	a	
while	and	tried	to	get	other	members	of	staff	on	their	side,	unsuccessfully.”		
	
Participant	5	also	recounts	a	situation	where	parents	were	angry	following	a	letter	she	sent	
to	the	parent	body	asking	families	to	leave	the	playground	immediately	after	school,	due	to	
safety	concerns.	
“The	parents	were	very	upset	and	it	caused	an	outrage	among	some	of	them	who	were	very	
angry	with	me…The	community	is	much	more	important	to	people	here	and	telling	them	they	
could	not	congregate	at	the	end	of	the	school	day	so	moms	could	not	chat	etc.	was	a	big	
thing	for	them.”	
	
Finally,	Participant	4	discusses	what	she	perceives	as	a	very	serious	conflict	between	a	
parent	and	teacher,	over	the	treatment	of	a	child	with	special	educational	needs	and	
describes	how	this	escalated	into	something	very	unpleasant	leading	to	demands	for	the	
teacher	to	be	removed.		
“The	child	had	learning	needs	and	we	wanted	to	work	with	them	(the	parent)	to	support	him.	
She	thought	we	were	being	too	negative	and	she	was	then	picking	on	the	teacher	to	such	a	
bad	extent	that	we	had	to	support	the	teacher.”	
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Other	Relationship	Factors	
In	addition	to	managing	relationships	with	key	stakeholders,	heads	find	balancing	the	needs	
of	stakeholders,	during	times	of	potential	conflict,	to	be	emotionally	challenging	work.	
Participants	1	and	4	both	discuss	situations	where	the	needs	of	parents,	students	and	
teachers	have	come	into	conflict	and	the	stress	they	experience	during	these	times.	
Participant	1	describes	an	incident	where	a	teacher	hit	a	student.	
“This	was	stressful	because	of	course	I	needed	to	take	steps	to	protect	the	child	and	to	take	
the	parent’s	complaint	seriously	but	I	also	wanted	to	protect	the	teacher.	This	guy	had	an	
impeccable	record	and	it	was	very	serious	as	his	livelihood	was	at	stake.	I	was	very	aware	of	
that.	If	he	lost	his	job	as	a	result	of	this	then	it	would	be	hard	for	him	to	find	another	one.	It	
was	very	emotional	as	I	was	aware	of	needing	to	look	after	all	the	different	stakeholders.	I	
also	wanted	to	protect	the	reputation	of	the	school.”	
	
Participant	8	describes	a	situation	where	the	board	of	directors	pressurised	him	and	his	
senior	colleagues	to	withhold	important	information	from	the	parent	community.	
“	The	communication	to	parents	was	not	good	because	we	knew	we	were	going	to	do	this	in	
March	/April	but	the	board	did	not	authorise	us	to	communicate	it	till	much	too	late	and	(the	
parents)	did	not	know	till	September.	In	the	back	to	school	nights	the	parents	were	not	
happy.”	
	
	
The	Nature	of	the	Work	
Some	participants	refer	to	the	nature	of	the	tasks	they	have	to	perform	in	their	current	roles	
as	being	emotionally	challenging	for	them.	Participant	2	speaks	about	a	time	when	she	was	
delegated	the	task	by	her	head	of	school	to	obtain	staff	signatures	agreeing	to	a	salary	cut.		
“The	first	time	the	pay	cuts	came	through	I	was	given	the	job	of	going	around	the	staff	
members	individually	and	asking	them	to	sign	something	to	agree	to	the	pay	cut.	It	was	my	
responsibility	for	the	secondary	school…(I	felt)	terrible.	Asking	people	I	knew	well	who	did	not	
have	much	money	to	take	a	pay	cut.”				
	
Participant	1	similarly	speaks	of	delivering	news	in	his	first	staff	meeting	that	a	prior	pay	cut	
would	not	be	returned	that	year.	He	found	this	to	be	“incredibly	stressful”.	
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“It	was	stressful	because	I	did	not	know	everything	and	it	was	about	decisions	that	I	had	not	
been	part	of,	did	not	know	all	of	the	background	and	the	reasons	for	the	decision.	I	also	did	
not	have	a	solution	to	it	at	that	point.	I	could	not	say	this	is	bad	but	will	lead	to	something	
better.	It	was	just	bad	news.	It	was	also	stressful	because	I	did	not	know	the	staff	well	
enough	to	deliver	that	news.	I	had	not	built	any	relationships	yet	and	that	was	stressful.”	
	
Participant	8	discusses	how	he	led	a	memorial	for	a	community	member	who	had	recently	
died	while	Participant	5	shares	how	she	was	expected	to	sit	in	meetings	between	staff	and	
local	authority	inspectors	in	which	staff	were	heavily	criticised.		
“The	inspectors	were	incredibly	harsh	and	one	them	was	quite	rude	and	offensive	to	the	
teachers.	It	was	really	tough.	They	kept	looking	at	me	across	the	table	for	support	and	I	kept	
having	to	try	to	jump	in	and	offer	words	of	support	or	argue	with	the	inspectors.”	
	
Many	participants	feel	that	it	is	the	nature	of	the	work	to	feel	responsible	for	everything	that	
goes	on	in	school	and	the	emotional	challenges	this	creates	is	an	important	theme	running	
through	the	interviews.	This	is	summarised	aptly	by	Participant	1.	
	“My	role	as	a	school	leader	is	to	make	sure	everyone	is	as	successful	as	they	can	possibly	be	
and	when	someone	makes	a	mistake,	I	feel	a	sense	of	responsibility	because	I	might	have	
influenced	them	or	created	the	working	conditions	that	caused	them	to	make	the	mistake.	So	
I	feel	responsible	for	every	last	thing	that	goes	wrong,	even	if	it	is	distanced	from	me.”	
	
Other	heads	echo	this	sentiment.	
Participant	5	
“I	had	only	been	there	just	over	a	year	but	I	felt	a	huge	sense	of	responsibility	for	the	school	
and	pressure	to	do	the	right	thing.”	
Leadership	Performance	
Concerns	about	their	own	performance	or	how	others	perceive	their	competence	is	a	source	
of	emotional	strain	for	some	heads.	Participant	8,	a	director	of	school,	described	his	
concerns	over	working	with	a	senior	leadership	team	who	are	more	experienced	than	him	
and	his	anxiety	over	his	own	competence	while	Participant	3	refers	to	an	ambiguity	in	his	job	
description	and	how	this	impacted	on	the	staff’s	view	of	his	competence.	
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“It	is	not	people’s	fault	but	they	are	getting	mixed	messages	and	it	makes	me	look	
incompetent	which	makes	it	even	worse.	That	has	an	emotional	toll,	which	has	been	really	
quite	difficult	to	deal	with....	Feeling	judged	all	the	time,	being	under	a	microscope,	being	
torn	apart.”	
	
Participant	5	makes	a	similar	comment	when	discussing	the	aftermath	of	a	staff	disciplinary	
issue	and	the	involvement	of	the	Betreibsrat.	
“Well	I	was	worried	I	had	made	a	mistake	and	that	people	would	think	I	did	not	know	how	to	
do	my	job	properly.	I	hated	being	judged	and	put	under	the	microscope.”	
	
Participant	2	also	speaks	of	the	negative	way	that	the	teachers	perceive	her	leadership	
competence	as	an	older	female.	
“This	is	emotionally	stressful.	How	my	colleagues	see	me	now.	They	do	not	respect	age	and	
experience	in	western	culture.	Middle-aged	women	are	at	the	bottom	of	the	pecking	order.	It	
is	a	bit	of	a	strain	knowing	that	people	don’t	respect	you	when	you	still	have	a	lot	to	offer.	
Some	colleagues	I	think	do	respect	me	but	others	think	I	should	be	out	playing	bowls!”	
Isolation	
More	than	half	of	participants	interviewed	refer	to	the	emotional	strain	placed	upon	them	
by	the	isolation	and	loneliness	of	the	role,	which	may	impact	upon	their	personal	as	well	as	
their	professional	lives.		Both	Participant	1	and	Participant	5	touch	upon	professional	
isolation.	Participant	5	refers	to	having	no	one	to	confide	in	at	work	and	feeling	alone.	
Participant	1	echoes	this	and	shares	how	he	has	found	his	new	head	of	school	role	more	
isolating	than	previous	senior	roles.		
“In	the	past	two	years,	since	becoming	a	head,	I	have	found	it	more	stressful	as	there	is	no	
one	else	to	go	to…There	are	very	few	people	you	can	talk	to	as	a	head.	You	cannot	be	friends	
with	the	staff…	You	have	to	be	comfortable	in	your	own	company.	It	is	an	oxymoron	as	it	is	
such	a	sociable	job	but	you	have	to	like	being	alone	too.”	
	
	Both	Participant	6	and	Participant	3	describe	how	the	isolation	of	the	role	at	work	spilled	
over	into	their	home	lives	as	they	were	unable	to	build	relationships	inside	or	outside	of	
school.	Participant	6	identifying	herself	as	“a	lone	wolf”	describes	her	social	isolation	and	
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discusses	how	she	spends	her	evenings	watching	DVDs	alone	and	playing	spider	solitaire,	
with	a	weekly	massage	being	her	only	social	interaction.	
Participant	3	describes	his	inability	to	make	friends	among	the	staff	and	his	loneliness	
outside	of	work.	
“I	am	lucky	that	my	current	boss	has	a	happy	character	and	is	not	like	this	or	I	would	have	no	
one.”	
	
Some	participants	share	the	added	loneliness	and	pressure	they	experience	as	an	
international	school	leader	at	the	centre	of	an	isolated	community,	where	there	is	no	
external	LEA	style	support.		
Participant	1	
“There	is	no	network	to	look	to	for	support.	You	have	to	create	your	own	network.	There	is	no	
infrastructure	for	dealing	with	problems	outside	the	school	and	so	you	have	to	create	all	of	
this	inside	the	school	and	deal	with	things	you	would	not	have	to	deal	with	ordinarily.”	
	
The	Role	of	Transition	
Several	participants	discuss	the	role	that	transition	plays	in	the	emotional	climate	of	the	
school,	and	the	impact	this	has	on	them.	Stories	include	issues	relating	to	the	transition	of	
staff,	parents	and	the	heads	themselves.	Participant	1	refers	to	the	role	of	the	head	during	
the	transition	of	new	staff	coming	from	overseas.		
“So	it	is	more	emotional	than	other	schools.	You	have	international	staff	coming	in	from	all	
over	the	world…There	are	all	of	these	issues	of	new	people	transitioning	into	the	country.”	
	
Participant	4	makes	clear	the	responsibility	she	feels	in	appointing	staff	that	are	new	to	the	
country	and	the	need	to	get	this	right.	
“We	have	to	make	sure	that	teachers	are	the	right	fit	and	that	it	works	for	their	family.	You	
are	changing	lives	really	and	if	it	does	not	work	then	we	have	contributed	to	that...”	
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Some	share	how	difficult	parent	transitions	can	impact	on	school	life.	Participant	4	recounts	
a	severe	situation,	which	she	perceives	as	being	connected	with	a	mother’s	transition	issues	
on	arriving	in	Germany.	
“The	child	had	learning	needs	and	we	wanted	to	work	with	them	to	support	him.	She	thought	
we	were	being	too	negative	and	she	was	then	picking	on	the	teacher	to	such	a	bad	extent	
that	we	had	to	support	the	teacher…	The	mother	has	now	gone	back	to	the	UK	where	she	has	
a	support	network	and	family.	She	would	say	part	of	the	reason	she	left	was	the	school	and	I	
would	say	the	reason	was	that	she	had	not	transitioned	well…	Her	husband	was	the	boss	and	
she	had	no-one	she	could	go	too	as	she	was	the	boss’s	wife.	She	was	isolated	and	she	was	
attacking	the	school.	She	went	into	battle	mode.”	
	
Participant	1	also	makes	reference	to	the	potential	problems	caused	by	poor	parental	
transition.	
“You	have	these	highly	professional	women	who	have	moved	to	a	new	country	with	their	
husband’s	job	and	their	lives	have	been	turned	upside-down.	The	school	is	the	centre	of	their	
world	and	they	are	overly	involved	in	the	school.”	
	
More	significant	than	staff	and	parent	transitions	is	the	issue	of	the	head’s	own	transition.	
Participants	3	and	8	both	describe	issues	relating	to	their	personal	transition	into	Germany	
as	posing	serious	emotional	challenges	for	them	during	their	first	year	and	beyond.	
Participant	8	shares	the	strain	he	felt	as	a	result	of	his	wife	failing	to	settle	well	in	a	new	
country	and	the	difficulties	of	juggling	his	support	for	her,	and	their	new	baby,	with	his	role	
at	school.	
“I	was	walking	into	work	and	feeling	wow	that	was	a	hard	night	and	wondering	if	she	would	
be	able	to	hold	it	together	with	our	young	son…	It	was	hard	having	to	suck	all	that	up.”	
	
Participant	3	describes	the	social	isolation	he	felt	well	into	his	second	year	in	post	and	the	
impact	this	and	the	breakdown	of	his	relationship	with	his	partner	was	having	on	the	
sustainability	of	his	leadership	at	the	school.	
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“…it	is	less	sustainable	longer	term.	This	is	not	a	city	I	plan	to	stay	in	long	term.	It	has	been	a	
city	I	have	had	personal	trauma	in.	My	relationship	broke	up	and	it	has	taken	its	toll.	It	has	
memories	that	are	negative.	It	is	not	the	fault	of	the	city.”	
	
Participant	5,	an	experienced	expat,	discusses	the	unexpected	difficulties	in	adjusting	to	the	
new	German	context	during	her	first	year.	
“As	I	had	lived	in	Asia	for	6	years,	I	thought	that	living	and	working	in	Germany	would	be	
easy	by	comparison…	getting	used	to	how	German	the	school	is	was	hard.	I	did	not	expect	it	
to	be	so	German.	Staff	speak	German	a	lot	and	I	felt	inferior	because	my	language	skills	are	
not	good.	Board	meetings	were	in	German	and	went	on	for	3	hours,	which	was	really	hard	
for	me.	I	used	to	really	dread	them.	German	culture	is	quite	hard	to	get	used	to	in	the	work	
place.”	
	
Participant	3	also	refers	to	the	difficulty	of	learning	German	language	as	impacting	on	his	
transition.	
“I	have	found	it	harder	to	settle	here	than	in	other	places.	The	language	is	hard	although	I	
have	been	having	a	go	at	learning	German.	I	have	found	that	quite	difficult.”	
Participants	1	and	5	both	felt	that	challenges	they	faced	during	their	first	year	in	post	were	
more	intense	as	they	did	not	yet	know	the	school	and	had	not	built	relationships	and	trust	
with	individuals.	Participant	1	felt	emotionally	challenged	when	he	had	to	deliver	news	that	
a	pay	cut	would	not	be	reinstated	to	staff,	in	the	first	month	of	his	incumbency.	
“It	was	stressful	because	I	did	not	know	everything	and	it	was	about	decisions	that	I	had	not	
been	part	of,	did	not	know	all	of	the	background	and	the	reasons	for	the	decision…It	was	also	
stressful	because	I	did	not	know	the	staff	well	enough	to	deliver	that	news.	I	had	not	built	any	
relationships	yet	and	that	was	stressful.”	
	
He	also	felt	badly	placed	to	deal	with	an	issue	of	which	he	had	no	prior	similar	experience	to	
draw	upon.	
“I	had	just	come	from	a	school	where	we	never	had	to	have	these	kind	of	conversations.	Talk	
about	money	was	all	about	percentage	increases	so	it	was	a	position	that	I	had	never	had	
any	experience	of	before.”	
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Participant	5	was	expected	to	support	the	teaching	community	in	her	first	term	in	post,	
when,	following	a	visit	from	school	inspectors,	a	long	standing	and	well	respected	member	
of	staff	was	refused	a	teacher	licence,	sending	shock	waves	throughout	the	staff.	
“She	was	devastated,	felt	shamed	and	she	was	really	worried	about	her	future.	The	other	
staff	were	angry	and	worried	about	what	this	might	mean	for	them.	It	left	everyone	feeling	
very	insecure.	They	looked	to	me	for	support…I	had	not	had	time	to	build	relationships	with	
them	yet	and	suddenly	we	were	thrown	into	this	situation	where	they	were	relying	on	me.”	
	
Participant	4,	a	very	experienced	school	leader,	reflects	on	how	a	particular	change	
management	situation,	in	the	second	year	in	her	current	post,	was	much	more	emotionally	
demanding	for	her	because	it	was	something	she	had	not	encountered	before,	while	
Participant	8	talks	at	length	about	his	lack	of	experience	in	the	role	of	director	of	school	and	
the	many	emotional	challenges	he	was	facing	as	a	consequence	of	being	in	his	first	year	of	
headship.	
	
The	Role	of	Cultural	Dissonance	
Many	incidents	or	situations	recounted	by	participants	as	being	emotionally	challenging	
included	an	element	of	cultural	dissonance,	mostly	in	relation	to	clashes	between	
expectations	heads	brought	with	them	to	school	and	the	realities	of	the	German	culture.	
Several	participants	refer	to	the	change	averse	nature	of	staff	in	schools	in	Germany	and	the	
emphasis	placed	upon	work	life	balance	compared	to	those	they	have	encountered	in	other	
contexts.		
Participant	5	
“German	culture	is	quite	hard	to	get	used	to	in	the	work	place…the	way	that	change	happens	
so	slowly	and	everyone	sits	around	talking	about	everything	ad	nauseum	but	nothing	gets	
decided	or	done…people	value	their	work	life	balance.	They	get	angry	if	you	make	them	work	
too	hard.	They	are	very	conscious	of	their	rights	which	is	great	on	a	societal	level	but	it	was	a	
lot	to	adapt	to.”	
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Participant	6	shares	her	belief	that	the	poor	attitude	and	behaviour	of	some	of	her	female	
staff	is	the	result	of	their	poor	treatment	by	the	communist	system,	in	former	East	Germany,	
which	has	impacted	on	their	confidence	and	self-esteem.	She	refers	to	the	behaviour	of	one	
woman.	
“She	would	deny	it	was	intended	to	cause	problems	but	it	was	a	Stasi	mentality	playing	both	
ends	off	against	each	other.”	
	
Some	participants	mention	the	permanent	nature	of	staff	contracts	in	Germany	and	the	
added	stresses	brought	about	by	their	inability	to	dismiss	underperforming	staff	or	institute	
a	formal	competency	procedure,	with	instead	an	emphasis	being	placed	on	finding	ways	to	
work	with	incompetent	teachers.	One	participant	describes	a	process	dragging	on	in	excess	
of	a	year	with	no	end	in	sight	and	no	prospect	of	moving	the	teacher	out	of	the	school.		
Participant	4	
“My	guy	is	still	not	out.	I	am	building	up	evidence	that	he	is	not	meeting	the	standards	and	
keep	working	at	it…	I	don’t	think	it	is	going	anywhere.	It	is	a	long	process.	This	guy	has	young	
children	and	has	just	bought	an	apartment	here	so	he	is	not	going	anywhere.”	
	
Within	the	German	cultural	context,	the	presence	of	the	Betreibsrat	or	Works	Council	in	
some	schools,	also	impacts	on	the	pressures	faced	by	school	leaders	when	disciplining	staff.	
Participant	5	
“…we	have	the	works	council	in	school	in	Germany	and	they	got	involved.	They	kept	wanting	
to	meet	to	go	over	all	of	the	facts	and	who	said	what	and	so	on.	They	were	combing	over	the	
finest	details	of	all	of	the	emails	and	conversations	trying	to	catch	me	out.	It	was	like	being	
cross	examined	in	court.”	
	
One	head	also	mentions	how	underperforming	staff	cannot	be	dismissed	from	their	post	for	
four	years	if	they	become	a	Betreibsrat	representative	and	how	a	staff	member	sought	
works	council	election	to	avoid	disciplinary	action.	For	two	participants	unanticipated	
cultural	expectations	in	their	current	school	regarding	the	relationship	dynamic	between	
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heads	and	staff	were	a	source	of	emotional	strain.	Participant	5	describes	how	she	perceives	
the	role	of	principal	in	Germany	to	de	different	to	that	of	a	head	in	the	UK.	
“In	my	school	the	role	of	the	principal	is	taken	much	more	seriously	than	I	expected.	There	is	
a	lot	more	resting	on	your	shoulders.	In	British	schools	I	don’t	think	staff	and	parents	really	
take	their	school	heads	that	seriously.	Here	you	are	the	key	member	of	the	community.	It	is	
nice	but	it	is	hard	too.”	
	
Participant	3	recounts,	very	movingly,	his	shock	at	finding	his	new	school	much	more	
hierarchical	in	staff-leadership	relations	than	he	was	used	to	in	his	home	country	and	his	
feelings	on	being	socially	excluded	by	his	team.	
“There	is	an	us	and	them	mentality.	At	home	there	is	not	the	division	between	classroom	
teacher	and	leadership…I	have	always	gone	out	and	had	a	drink	with	my	boss	when	I	was	a	
teacher.”	
	
One	participant	relates	a	situation	where	cultural	differences	caused	disharmony	between	
her	and	German	parents	who	were	angry	at	the	way	she	had	disciplined	their	children,	
following	a	serious	bullying	incident.	
Participant	5	
“In	Germany…resolving	conflict	is	left	to	the	kids	and	some	parents	have	an	anti-
authoritarian	approach	which	is	a	backlash	against	what	happened	in	the	1930s	and	40s	I	
think.	Anyway,	I	had	to	discipline	some	boys	who	had	been	punching	a	younger	boy	and	so	I	
called	them	in	individually	and	spoke	with	them	in	a	stern	manner	as	is	the	norm	in	the	
British	system.	Several	parents	were	very	unhappy	about	this	and	felt	I	had	not	treated	the	
boys	well.”	
	
The	Consequences	and	Impacts	of	Emotional	Challenges	on	School	Leaders	
In	this	section	of	the	findings,	I	outline	the	consequences	and	impacts	for	heads	of	the	
emotionally	challenging	incidents	and	situations	they	have	shared.	These	include	the	
emotions	they	have	experienced	and	the	impact	on	their	personal	and	professional	lives.	
In	describing	the	emotions	felt	when	dealing	with	challenging	incidents	and	situations	at	
school,	the	most	common	words	used	by	participants	describe	the	general	stress	they	
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experienced.	“Stressful”	and	degrees	of	stressful,	including	“very	stressful”	and	“incredibly	
stressful”	are	commonly	used.	Some	also	refer	to	incidents	or	situations	as	“emotionally	
stressful”	or	“emotionally	draining”	or	simply	“draining,”	“a	strain”	and	“a	huge	strain.”	
“Hard”	or	“very	hard”	are	also	common	words	used	to	describe	how	heads	experienced	
emotional	challenges.		
	
More	specific	emotions	often	voiced	were	frustration,	annoyance,	anxiety,	worry,	fear	and	
feeling	nervous.	One	participant	described	feeling	“not	worthy.”	
In	describing	the	physical	or	psychological	impact	of	challenging	incidents	or	situations,	
participants	refer	in	several	ways	to	feeling	tired.	“Tired”	and	“exhausted”	is	voiced	by	
several	heads,	while	one	participant	describes	feeling	“really	knocked	back.”	Inability	to	relax	
is	a	theme	that	comes	up	frequently.	Participants	describe	finding	it	“hard	to	switch	off,”	
“hard	to	relax,”	describe		“going	over	and	over	it	in	my	mind”	and	how	“my	mind	would	not	
shut	down.”	Several	heads	share	feelings	of	being	overwhelmed	or	feeling	that	the	stress	
was	never	ending	such	as	it	being	“hard	to	escape	and	establish	normality,”	as	well	as	trying	
“to	get	out	from	under	all	this	stuff	and	do	what	I	should	be	doing.	One	head	describes	how	
she		“frequently	reached	crisis”	and	another	“felt	close	to	breaking	a	couple	of	times.”	
Participant	7	describes	how	an	emotionally	challenging	incident	with	the	board	“caused	
everything	to	wobble.”	Another	shares	how	their	resources	were	“depleted.”	
Four	heads	share	how	they	hide	their	feelings	at	times	of	challenge	or	keep	their	emotions	
under	control.	One	describes	this	as	“keeping	a	professional	face.”	Participant	7	describes	
how	during	a	challenging	meeting	he	“felt	inner	rage	building	but	did	not	verbalise	it.”	
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Impact	on	their	home	life	is	a	theme	touched	on	by	two	participants.	Participant	6	shares	
how	she	“did	not	have	a	personal	life	for	9	years”	and	“got	on	with	it	at	the	expense	of	my	
life.”	Participant	1	describes	how	the	emotional	nature	of	his	work	“makes	me	useless	at	
home”	and	shares	how	having	talked	and	listened	all	day,	he	needs	to	sit	quietly	when	
home,	rather	than	talking	with	his	wife.	
	
Unsurprisingly,	health	was	a	concern	of	many	heads.	Several	refer	to	insomnia	as	being	a	
consequence	of	the	stress	they	were	under;	one	describes	waking	up	at	4	a.m.	worrying.	
Participant	7,	a	marathon	runner,	describes	how	during	a	particularly	emotional	year	at	
school	he	had	been	exercising	much	less	and	had	been	ill	with	colds	and	coughs	more	
frequently.	He	also	describes	a	twitching	eye	that	had	developed	in	the	last	six	weeks	and	
felt	this	was	a	“warning	sign.”	Participant	6	has	been	diagnosed	with	high	blood	pressure.	
Participant	1	feels	that	the	health	impacts	of	the	role	are	not	sustainable	long	term.	
Participant	7	went	further.	
“Either	I	am	going	to	burn	myself	out	or	something	is	going	to	have	to	give.”	
Three	Participants	describe	the	impact	on	them	of	acute	emotional	strain	brought	on	by	a	
specific	incident.	
	
Participant	5	
“I	could	hardly	speak.	I	did	not	know	what	to	do	with	myself.”	
	
“(it	was)	one	of	the	hardest	things	I	have	ever	done	in	my	life.”	
	
Participant	7	
“(I	was)	gobsmacked.	Like	someone	had	just	smacked	me	in	the	face.”	
	
“Sick	sick	in	the	stomach.	An	overwhelming	sense	of	responsibility	that	leaves	a	feeling	of	
nausea.”	
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Participant	6	describes	an	encounter	with	a	member	of	staff	as	“like	a	kick	in	the	stomach”	
and	told	how	she	cried	for	three	days	as	a	result.	
	
Summarising	his	recent	experiences,	Participant	7	describes	how	he	had	dealt	with	more	
emotion	in	the	last	twelve	months	than	in	the	previous	ten	years	and	that	the	past	year	had	
“whitewashed”	everything	that	had	gone	before.	Participant	3	refers	to	his	experiences	in	
the	previous	year	as	“having	an	emotional	toll	that	is	really	quite	hard	to	deal	with.”	
While	the	majority	of	heads	involved	in	the	interview	stage	of	the	study	clearly	find	the	
emotional	challenges	they	face	at	work	to	have	a	negative	impact	on	them,	Participant	4	
feels	she	is	able	to	take	these	challenges	in	her	stride,	without	ill	effect,	drawing	on	the	
experience	she	has	accumulated	over	many	years	in	school	leadership.	With	in	excess	of	
twenty	years	experience	leading	international	schools	around	the	world,	she	feels	she	has	
developed	an	ability	to	put	any	emotional	challenges	she	encounters	into	perspective	and	
exhibit	a	resilience,	which	has	enabled	her	to	deal	with	the	day-to-day	pressures	of	the	role	
with	minimal	personal	impact.	She	refers	to	“not	losing	sleep	anymore”	not	taking	the	
challenges	personally	and	being	able	to	“separate	it	out”	from	her	personal	life.	
	
Coping	with	the	Emotional	Challenges	
The	most	commonly	mentioned	strategies	for	coping	with	the	emotional	challenges	of	the	
head’s	role	was	seeking	support	from	senior	colleagues.		Half	of	all	participants	refer	to	
discussing	issues	with	their	senior	team	or	with	senior	colleagues	at	other	schools.	
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Participant	4,	a	primary	principal,	talks	about	leaning	on	the	senior	leadership	team	in	her	
school.	
“…my	senior	colleagues…are	very	supportive.	We	have	a	great	team	and	you	could	not	have	
that	confidence	if	you	were	on	your	own.	I	really	value	the	colleagues	and	how	we	have	each	
other´s	backs.”	
	
Participant	7,	a	head	of	school,	refers	to	the	support	of	the	team	around	him	during	his	first	
year	in	the	role.	
“I	have	been	very	lucky	and	not	been	left	vulnerable	because	of	those	working	around	me	
who	have	pulled	me	out	of	a	hole	a	few	times.”	
	
Participant	1,	also	a	head	of	school,	shares	how	he	seeks	support,	both	professionally	and	
socially,	from	heads	in	others	schools.	
“I	have	found	it	incredibly	useful	to	contact	people	I	know	in	similar	positions	to	talk	it	
through	with	them.”	
	
“(I)	go	on	conferences…and	meet	other	heads	who	I	know	pretty	well.	It	is	good	to	sit	with	
(them)	and	have	a	relaxed	conversation.”	
	
Half	of	the	participants	refer	to	reflection	and	improvement	as	a	useful	tool	following	
difficult	situations	or	incidents	and	see	them	as	an	opportunity	for	growth.	
Participant	6	
“One	of	my	coping	mechanisms	is	to	change	things	up	and	to	embrace	change…I	always	try	
to	see	if	there	is	something	I	can	do	to	improve	things…Is	there	a	grain	of	truth	in	the	hurtful	
things	others	say.	What	can	I	learn	from	this?”	
Participant	7	refers	to	how	he	draws	from	the	mentality	of	US	sports	coaching	which	
emphasises	continual	daily	growth.	
Participant	3	
“I	think	I	learn	more	during	hard	times	as	well.”	
	
Three	Participants	refer	to	experience,	both	generally	and	in	similar	situations,	as	having	a	
large	impact	on	how	they	cope	with	the	emotional	demands	of	the	role.	
Participant	1	
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“I	think	you	have	a	set	of	experiences	over	time	that	you	have	in	your	locker	and	you	can	
draw	upon	them	and	so	over	time	I	think	you	get	better	at	it	and	it	gets	easier.	You	can	
reflect	more	on	what	you	did	before	and	how	you	might	handle	situations.”	
	
Participant	4	discusses	the	advantage	of	her	many	years	experience	in	dealing	with	difficult	
parents.	
“That	is	hard.	Not	personally…It	helps	that	I	have	a	lot	of	experience.	I	do	not	feel	personally	
attacked…I	have	seen	most	things	and	dealt	with	most	types	of	people…	I	have	seen	parents	
who	are	bullies	and	I	make	it	clear	to	them	that	they	cannot	bully	me.”	
	
Participant	5	talks	about	drawing	on	her	general	life	experience	when	supporting	others	
through	difficult	times	and	the	advantage	she	sees	of	being	a	more	mature	person.	
“	I	am	really	glad	that	I	have	already	had	a	lot	of	life	experiences	to	draw	upon	so	that	I	can	
support	people	when	they	need	it	in	their	hour	of	need.	I	am	not	sure	how	heads	and	
principals	who	are	only	in	their	30s	manage	with	this	side	of	the	job.	I	don’t	think	I	could	have	
done	it	when	I	was	that	age.”	
	
Possessing	strong	values	and	self-belief	is	a	mechanism	for	coping	mentioned	by	two	heads.		
Participant	1	
“Well	it	is	all	down	to	my	own	value	system.	Even	if	others	think	I	make	the	wrong	decision	at	
times,	if	I	can	live	with	it	and	it	is	in	line	with	my	values	then	it	is	OK.	We	need	to	have	self	
belief	as	international	school	leaders...If	we	did	not	have	self	belief	and	our	own	value	system	
we	would	not	survive.”	
	
Participant	3	
“when	you	are	leading	you	have	to	have	your	professional	values	and	I	have	developed	some	
important	values	about	teaching	and	learning.	They	are	important	when	times	are	hard	and	
people	question	you,	knowing	that	you	are	right.”	
	
Rationalising	is	another	theme	that	arose	during	discussions	on	coping.	Participant	1	refers	
to	how	he	makes	decisions	during	times	of	emotional	challenge.		
“I	use	what	I	call	the	circle	of	stakeholders	and	ask	what	will	be	the	impact	on	kids,	on	
parents,	on	staff?	So	I	try	to	be	logical	and	consider	all	of	the	stakeholders.”	
Participant	8	refers	on	several	occasions	during	the	interview	to	how	he	goes	into	“problem	
solving	mode,”	both	during	difficult	meetings	and	during	periods	of	challenge,	this	being	his	
“default	mechanism.”		
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Coping	strategies	employed	during	the	heads’	free	time,	for	the	purposes	of	relaxation	and	
rejuvenation	was	a	common	set	of	themes	that	arose,	although	each	individual	strategy	was	
only	mentioned	by	two	participants,	with	no	one	strategy	emerging	as	commonplace.	These	
strategies	were	exercise,	hobbies,	friendships,	alcohol,	sleep	and	making	personal	time.		
Participants	1	and	8	refer	to	how	exercise	helps	them	to	cope,	although	it	has	already	been	
noted	that	for	Participant	8	this	decreased	during	a	very	challenging	time	at	school.	Only	
Participants	2	and	3	refer	to	having	hobbies	and	drawing	upon	them	to	help	them	relax.	
Participant	2	shares	how	she	sings	in	two	choirs	and	“keeps	her	hand	in”	as	a	musician	while	
Participant	3	finds	cooking	to	be	a	useful	method	of	relaxation.	
	
Participants	5	and	7	share	how	getting	a	good	night’s	sleep	is	helpful	in	coping	during	
challenging	times.	Participants	1	and	8	mention	having	a	beer	or	a	glass	of	wine	as	being	a	
strategy	they	employ	in	order	to	relax,	although	Participant	1	comments	that	this	could	
become	a	problem.	The	same	two	heads	share	their	attempt	to	create	personal	time	as	a	
strategy	for	coping	with	Participant	1	talking	about	trying,	usually	unsuccessfully,	to	make	
time	to	take	a	lunch	break	and	also	referring	to	equally	unsuccessful	attempts	to	create	“a	
barrier	between	home	and	work”.	During	a	recent	time	of	stress,	Participant	8	committed	to	
keeping	the	weekends	work	free,	although	this	was	not	possible	all	year	round.	
“I	cleared	the	weekends.	Stayed	late	on	a	Friday	and	had	the	weekend	with	no	work”	
	
Only	Participant	2,	a	head	who	has	lived	in	the	same	city	for	many	years,	refers	to	
friendships	outside	of	school	as	being	useful	way	to	relax.	
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“It	also	helps	here	in	(city)	that	I	have	been	here	a	long	time	and	I	have	a	good	network	of	
friends	outside	of	school.	I	appreciate	that	I	have	a	life	outside	of	school.”	
	
She	also	mentions	taking	holidays	with	her	daughters	as	being	a	source	of	relaxation	and	is	
the	only	participant	who	refers	to	their	partners	or	families	directly	as	being	a	source	of	
relaxation.	To	the	contrary	three	heads	mention	needing	to	have	time	alone	and	the	ability	
to	enjoy	their	own	company	as	being	significant	in	helping	them	to	cope	with	the	demands	
of	their	role.		
Participant	1	
“You	have	to	be	comfortable	in	your	own	company.	It	is	an	oxymoron	as	it	is	such	a	sociable	
job	but	you	have	to	like	being	alone	too.	When	it	gets	to	a	Saturday	night	and	I	have	not	seen	
my	wife	all	week,	I	still	need	some	time	to	myself	to	do	something	for	me-hit	some	golf	balls,	
go	for	a	run	or	sit	in	a	coffee	shop…I	need	to	be	on	my	own	just	to	switch	off.	I	need	that	
buffer	before	I	can	be	a	reasonable	human	being.”	
	
Heads	describe	emotional	labour	as	both	a	consequence	of	the	stress	they	experience	and	a	
coping	mechanism.		
	
Participant	1	
	“Stopping	and	remembering	that	your	own	emotions	are	involved	as	well,	whether	you	like	it	
or	not.	I	think	that	is	the	key	to	it,	managing	your	own	emotions	in	very	emotional	
situations…”	
	
Participant	2	
“Also	with	parents	you	have	to	put	on	a	face.	Keeping	a	professional	face.	They	can	be	saying	
things	that	I	feel	are	totally	unreasonable	but	I	have	to	keep	smiling	and	being	polite	and	
taking	it	all.	This	woman	came	in	to	see	me	yesterday…She	was	blatantly	lying	and	I	just	had	
to	smile	and	accept	what	she	was	saying.	That	is	draining.”	
	
Participant	5	
“The	staff	confronted	me	about	it	in	a	staff	meeting	and	I	had	to	be	very	diplomatic	and	keep	
my	real	feelings	under	control.”	
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4.4	COMPARING	INTERVIEW	AND	QUESTIONNAIRE	DATA	
In	this	section,	I	compare	the	questionnaire	findings	with	those	from	the	interview.	
Identifying	where	they	are	similar	and	where	they	differ.	The	comparison	is	presented	in	line	
with	the	three	research	questions.		
4.4.1	WHAT	INTERNATIONAL	SCHOOL	LEADERS	FIND	EMOTIONALLY	CHALLENGING	
From	both	the	questionnaire	responses	and	interview	data	it	is	clear	that	participants	in	the	
study	find	international	school	leadership	emotionally	challenging.	Questionnaire	and	
interview	data	differs	as	to	which	aspects	of	the	role	are	challenging,	however.	While	
participants	in	both	parts	of	the	study	agree	that	working	with	parents,	teachers,	senior	
colleagues	and	the	board	are	all	emotionally	challenging,	there	is	an	absence	of	agreement	
about	the	emotionally	challenging	nature	of	work	with	other	stakeholders.	Approximately	
50%	of	questionnaire	respondents	found	working	with	students	to	be	emotionally	
challenging	work,	however,	not	one	interview	participant	chose	to	share	an	incident	or	
situation	relating	directly	to	a	student.	Participant	3	mentioned	a	situation	involving	cyber	
bullying	among	students	but	here,	it	was	the	parent’s	reaction	to	the	situation	that	caused	
strain.	Likewise,	36%	of	questionnaire	respondents	felt	that	working	with	ancillary	or	
administrative	staff	was	emotionally	challenging,	whereas	none	of	the	interview	participants	
mentioned	this.	When	asked	which	group	of	stakeholders	they	found	to	be	the	most	
challenging,	43%	of	questionnaire	respondents	chose	parents,	with	only	33%	finding	
teachers	most	challenging.	The	interview	data	shows	incidents	or	situations	involving	staff	to	
be	by	far	the	most	frequently	mentioned	by	participants.	
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4.4.2	THE	CONSEQUENCES	AND	IMPACTS	OF	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	ON	SCHOOL	LEADERS	
There	are	some	clear	variations	in	data	from	each	part	of	the	study	in	relation	to	the	impact	
of	emotional	challenges	faced	by	school	leaders.	While	over	48%	of	survey	respondents	
agreed	or	strongly	agreed	that	the	emotional	challenges	they	face	impact	negatively	on	their	
work,	this	is	something	briefly	hinted	at	by	interview	participants.	Conversely,	only	9%	of	
questionnaire	respondents	felt	that	the	emotional	challenges	impacted	negatively	on	their	
personal	life,	when	this	was	something	mentioned	frequently	in	the	interviews.	
Questionnaire	and	interview	findings	were	similar	for	health	outcomes	and	emotional	
labour.		50%	of	questionnaire	respondents	felt	a	negative	impact	on	their	health,	matching	
the	number	of	interview	respondents	who	referred	to	a	health	impact.	77%	of	questionnaire	
respondents	agreed	or	strongly	agreed	that	they	hide	their	emotions	when	under	emotional	
strain	at	work,	which	fits	with	the	large	number	of	interview	participants	who	describe	
emotion	management.	
4.4.3	COPING	WITH	THE	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	
Healthy	lifestyle	was	the	most	useful	coping	strategy	for	questionnaire	respondents	with	
85%	agreeing	or	strongly	agreeing	that	this	was	helpful	whereas	elements	of	a	healthy	
lifestyle	were	mentioned	by	only	half	of	interview	participants.	The	most	commonly	
mentioned	method	of	coping	by	at	interview	was	support	from	senior	colleagues,	which	
matched	the	high	number	(81%)	of	questionnaire	respondents	who	found	this	to	be	a	useful	
coping	strategy.	However,	while	63%	of	survey	respondents	found	external	colleagues	to	be	
a	source	of	support,	only	one	interview	participant	mentioned	this.	
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4.5	CLOSING	
In	this	chapter,	I	have	set	out	the	findings	of	both	the	questionnaire	survey	of	34	
respondents	and	the	semi-structured	interviews	of	eight	participants.	For	the	questionnaire	
findings	I	have	outlined	the	major	findings	using	descriptive	statistics	presented	in	a	range	of	
tables	and	charts.	For	the	interview	findings	I	have	presented	comprehensive	data	in	the	
form	of	vignettes	and	a	thematic	analysis	of	themes	arising	from	the	literature	and	newly	
emerging	themes.	In	the	final	part	of	the	chapter	I	compare	questionnaire	and	interview	
findings	identifying	major	areas	where	findings	are	similar	and	where	they	significantly	
differ.	
	
In	Chapter	5,	I	discuss	my	findings	in	the	light	of	prior	research	and	identify	to	what	extent	
the	findings	of	the	study	conform	to	the	existing	body	of	literature	as	well	as	identifying	new	
emerging	themes.	
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5.1	OPENING	
In	this	chapter,	I	discuss	the	findings	presented	in	Chapter	4	in	relation	to	each	of	my	three	
research	questions	and	in	the	context	of	the	prior	literature	set	out	in	Chapter	2.		I	also	
discuss	new	knowledge	that	has	emerged	from	the	study.		
5.2	WHAT	INTERNATIONAL	SCHOOL	LEADERS	FIND	EMOTIONALLY	CHALLENGING?	
The	emotional	challenges	encountered	by	the	heads	in	this	study	mirror	of	the	themes	
emerging	from	the	literature	but	new	ideas	also	emerge.			
5.2.1	RELATIONSHIPS		
The	literature	points	to	adult	relationships	as	a	common	source	of	emotional	challenge	for	
school	leaders.	These	may	be	relationships	with	superiors	such	as	the,	board	and	external	
authorities,	relationships	with	subordinates	in	the	form	of	staff	or	relationships	with	other	
community	members,	such	as	parents.		
Relationships	with	Staff	
The	literature	highlights	three	main	areas	in	which	relationships	with	staff	may	be	
emotionally	challenging.	The	first	is	where	a	head	experiences	lack	of	support	from	teaching	
colleagues	(Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Freidman,	2002)	or	where	staff	members	
demonstrate	lack	of	commitment	to	their	work	(Beatty,	2000).	These	difficulties	are	
compounded	when	there	are	differences	in	values	between	staff	and	leader	(Brennan	and	
MacRuiarc,	2011).		
CHAPTER	5	DISCUSSION	OF	FINDINGS	
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The	second	is	managing	staff	responses	during	times	of	change	(Blackmore,	2004;	
Hargreaves,	1998;	Brennan	and	MacRuairc,	2011).	The	study	links	these	two	areas	together,	
as	school	leaders	identify	how	a	lack	of	support	from	staff	for	new	initiatives	becomes	a	
focus	for	disquiet	or	confrontation	between	heads	and	their	teaching	teams.		Some	heads	
see	this	lack	of	commitment	arising	from	differing	values,	possibly	cultural,	about	the	
importance	of	work-life	balance	and	general	attitudes	to	change,	which	is	more	pronounced	
in	Germany	than	in	other	countries	they	have	worked.	This	fits	with	the	literature,	which	
identifies	Germany	as	both	a	high	uncertainty	avoidance	culture	(Hofstede,	2016)	and	a	
society	that	values	its	work-life	balance	(OECD,	2014).	
	
Whilst	not	prominent,	the	third	aspect	of	staff	relations	highlighted	in	the	literature	is	
management	of	staff	performance	or	staff	discipline	(Yarv,	2009).	This	is	an	area	of	great	
significance	emerging	from	the	study	and	it	is	therefore	surprising	that	it	is	not	more	
prominent	in	the	literature.		The	management	of	underperforming	staff	or	a	staff	discipline	
issue	was	raised	by	over	half	of	interview	participants.	Furthermore,	the	emotive	language	
used	by	heads	to	describe	incidents	and	situations	of	this	nature	demonstrates	how	this	is	
one	of	the	most	emotionally	challenging	areas	of	their	work.	Heads	find	operating	within	the	
strict	confines	of	German	employment	law	to	be	particularly	demanding.	Teachers	are	
usually	employed	on	permanent	contracts	in	Germany,	with	no	competency	procedure	for	
supporting	or	moving	on	underperforming	staff.	Heads	describe	unsuccessful	attempts	to	
mentor	and	coach	struggling	teachers	to	improve	their	practice,	taking	place	over	many	
months	or	years,	with	no	option	for	dismissal.	This	is	different	to	prior	experiences	in	other	
contexts,	especially	Asia,	where	teachers	are	on	short-term	contracts.	The	involvement	of	
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the	Betriebsrat	is	seen	as	contributing	significant	additional	stress	for	heads,	unused	to	
having	their	words,	actions	and	judgments	questioned.	
	
Relationships	with	Senior	Colleagues	
The	literature	offers	little	focus	upon	the	relationships	of	heads	and	their	senior	colleagues	
but	this	is	a	significant,	theme	emerging	from	the	study.	Although	only	25%	of	questionnaire	
respondents	feel	that	relationships	with	senior	colleagues	are	emotionally	challenging,	
interview	participants	refer	to	them	with	much	greater	frequency.	Situations	discussed	
included	direct	conflicts	with	senior	colleagues,	such	dismissal	and	reinstatement;	working	
with	weak	senior	colleagues;	disagreements	about	the	direction	of	the	school	and	receiving	
poor	support	and	advice	from	SMT	members.	Supporting	senior	colleagues	during	times	of	
personal	and	professional	crisis	is	also	emotionally	demanding	for	heads,	bearing	out	Beatty	
(2000).		These	findings	need	to	be	balanced	by	the	significant	support	participants	receive	
from	senior	colleagues,	which	will	be	discussed	later.	
Relationships	with	the	Board	and	External	Administrators	
Benson	(2011)	and	Hawley	(1995)	identify	relationships	with	the	board	as	a	major	factor	
influencing	the	turnover	of	international	school	leaders.	Changes	in	board	membership,	
board	micro-management,	differences	with	the	board	and	board	behaviour	all	impact	on	the	
length	of	head	teacher	tenure	(Benson,	2003).	The	study	bears	this	out.	Heads	find	
micromanagement	by	the	board,	especially	relating	to	communication	with	other	
stakeholders,	to	be	challenging	and	undermining	of	their	ability	to	perform,	bearing	out	
Beatty,	2000	and	Schermuly	et	al,	2011.	Heads	in	the	study	also	find	lack	of	board	honesty	
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and	transparency	to	be	challenging	for	them	as	well	as	working	with	fragmented	boards,	
with	inconsistent	agendas.		
	
Study	findings	demonstrate	relationships	with	German	education	authorities	to	be	a	
significant	course	of	stress	for	heads.	Participants	have	been	surprised	at	the	top	down	
approach	in	one	city,	where	the	authority	interferes	in	issues	of	curriculum	and	staffing.			
Heads	find	the	attitude	of	authority	inspectors	to	be	hostile	and	unhelpful	and	the	decisions	
they	make	to	be	often	problematic,	sometimes	having	a	significant	negative	impact	on	the	
school	community.	Resolving	issues,	emanating	from	these	decisions,	is	time	consuming	and	
draining.		
Relationships	with	Parents	
Both	the	literature	and	the	study	agree	that	relationships	with	parents	place	emotional	
demands	on	school	leaders.	Over	80%	of	questionnaire	respondents	find	relationships	with	
parents	to	be	emotionally	challenging,	while	interview	findings	indicate	that	there	may	be	a	
significant	role	for	international	school	heads	in	the	emotional	regulation	of	parents,	bearing	
out	Crawford	(2007).	This	will	be	considered	in	more	detail	later,	in	the	discussion	of	
transition.	Parental	challenges	raised	by	heads	in	the	study,	match	closely	those	arising	in	
the	literature,	including	dealing	with	angry	and	anxious	parents	during	times	of	change	
(Blackmore,	2004);	managing	demanding	parents	(Freidman,	2000;	Pratt	Adams	and	
Maguire,	2009)	or	those	who	challenge	the	head’s	authority	(Gill	and	Arnold,	2015;	Tucker,	
2015).	
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Other	Relationship	Factors	
Balancing	the	needs	of	a	variety	of	stakeholders	and	the	ethical	dilemmas	caused	by	
conflicting	loyalties	is	a	theme	touched	on	briefly	in	the	literature	(Kelchtermans	et	al,	2011).	
The	study,	however,	is	rich	with	examples	of	where	heads	have	felt	conflicted	in	this	way.	
These	include	dilemmas	in	balancing	the	needs	of	students	against	concerns	for	staff	welfare	
in	staff	appraisal	and	discipline	issues	or	where	heads	keep	secrets	from	the	wider	
community	in	support	of	senior	colleagues	or	the	board.	Conflicts	between	staff	and	fee-
paying	parents	may	pose	a	greater	dilemma	for	school	leaders	in	the	private	sector,	where	
parents	expect	a	higher	level	of	support	from	school	leadership.	Supporting	staff	during	such	
conflicts	poses	significant	challenges	for	heads	in	the	study,	as	they	risk	losing	a	family	from	
the	school	or	the	unhappy	parents	stirring	up	trouble	within	the	community.		
5.2.2	THE	NATURE	OF	THE	WORK	
According	to	the	literature,	the	head	teacher’s	job	is	filled	with	“dirty	work”	Beatty	(2000).	
This	may	involve	unpleasant	tasks,	which	most	human	beings	would	find	challenging.	The	
study	highlights	several	examples,	including	implementing	a	pay	cut	for	staff;	enforcing	
disciplinary	action	against	a	member	of	staff,	despite	a	mental	breakdown;	leading	a	
memorial	service	for	a	deceased	member	of	the	school	community	and	facing	a	large	
meeting	of	angry	parents	unhappy	with	curriculum	changes	enforced	by	the	local	authority.	
What	stands	out	in	listening	to	heads	describe	these	experiences,	is	the	sense	of	
responsibility	that	the	majority	of	them	feel	comes	with	their	role	and	how	readily	they	
accept	the	burden	of	performing	these	dirty	tasks.		
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This,	overdeveloped	sense	of	responsibility	(James	and	Vince,	2001),	is	borne	out	by	the	
literature	(Gill	and	Arnold,	2015;	Kelchtermans,	et	al,	2011)	may	lead	to	heads	feeling	
personally	accountable	for	everything	that	goes	on	in	school,	even	when	it	is	beyond	their	
control.		Examples	from	the	study	include	taking	responsibility	for	new	staff	members	
relocating	to	Germany	and	overseeing	the	implementation	of	unwanted	and	unrealistic	
changes	required	by	the	education	authority.	This	overarching	sense	of	responsibility	seems	
to	be	what	defines	many	of	the	heads	in	the	study	and	what	drives	them	through	difficult	
times.	
	
Decision-making	is	an	integral	part	of	the	head’s	work	and	a	significant	part	of	their	role.		
The	literature	demonstrates	that,	for	many	school	leaders,	this	aspect	of	the	work	can	be	
emotionally	demanding	(Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011;	Gill	and	Arnold,	2015).		Surprisingly,	
participants	in	the	study	do	not	report	that	they	find	decision	making	a	challenge.	Heads	are	
able	to	reflect	upon	their	decision-making,	good	and	bad,	quite	objectively,	analysing	where	
they	went	wrong	and	what	may	be	improved	for	the	future.	Others	utilise	tools	before	
making	hard	decisions,	such	as	the	“circle	of	stakeholders”	mentioned	by	one	head,	and	
some	consult	with	colleagues,	both	inside	and	outside	of	school	prior	to	making	important	
decisions.		
	
Both	the	literature	(Beatty,	2000)	and	the	study	identify	the	role	of	community	leader	as	a	
source	of	stress	for	heads.		Leaders	of	international	schools	are	expected	to	provide	support	
for	community	members,	outside	what	may	be	considered	the	boundaries	of	their	
professional	role	(Hayden,	2006).	Heads	in	the	study	share	examples	of	this,	ranging	from	
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supporting	a	teacher	who	suffered	a	miscarriage	or	the	death	of	their	child,	to	supporting	
the	whole	school	community	following	a	death	in	the	community.	Participants	share	how	
this	role	takes	on	a	greater	importance	in	international	schools,	where	part	of	the	
population	is	living	away	from	their	home	country	and	support	network.	The	literature	
demonstrates	how	this	blurring	of	the	boundaries,	between	professional	and	personal,	for	
school	leaders	may	cause	their	own	home	life	to	suffer,	as	the	demands	of	the	role	impact	
on	the	quality	and	quantity	of	personal	time	they	receive	(Ackerman	and	Ostrowski	(2004).	
This	is	supported	by	the	findings	of	the	study,	with	several	heads	sharing	the	impact	that	this	
aspect	of	the	role	has	on	their	personal	lives.		
5.2.3	LEADERSHIP	PERFORMANCE	
The	literature	(Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Gill	and	Arnold,	2015)	outlines	the	fear	that	
school	leaders	experience	about	their	leadership	performance.	The	study	shows	that	endless	
public	scrutiny	and	judgment	is	demanding	for	some	heads,	with	ongoing	scrutiny	by	staff	
and	the	Betreibsrat	the	most	draining.	Heads	experience	anxiety	about	perceptions	of	their	
competence	by	staff	and	parents	and	fear	that	their	leadership	skills	may	be	called	into	
question.	One	head	shared	how	teachers	judge	her	as	an	older	woman,	failing	to	take	her	
seriously	and	implying	she	has	nothing	to	offer.	Another,	less	experienced	head,	shared	
perceptions	of	his	own	inadequacies	and	his	fear	that	he	is	not	up	to	the	job	and	is	at	risk	of	
being	exposed.	Ackerman	and	Ostrowski	(2004)	consider	that	for	those	heads	whose	
personal	identity	is	most	intertwined	with	their	leadership	role,	poor	performance	or	doubts	
raised	about	their	competence	can	be	devastating.	This	is	borne	out	by	the	study,	where	one	
participant	shared	how	she	cried	for	three	days	after	being	criticised	by	a	teacher	for	being	
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uncaring.	For	this	head,	caring	was	a	key	element	of	her	leadership	style	and	to	have	this	
called	into	question	damaged,	not	only	her	professional	pride,	but	wounded	her	personally.	
5.2.4	ISOLATION	
There	is	a	considerable	amount	of	literature	on	the	isolating	nature	of	the	school	leader’s	
role	(Crawford,	2007;	MacBeath,	2009;	Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Beatty	and	Brew,	
2004;	James	and	Vince,	2001;	Gill	and	Arnold,	2015;	Kelchtermans	et	al,	2011)	and	the	
damaging	effects	this	can	have.	Findings	from	the	study	support	this,	with	over	half	of	
interview	participants	expressing	feelings	of	loneliness.		MacBeath	(2009)	considers	this	
isolation	to	be	structural	and	the	result	of	a	lack	outside	support,	coupled	with	a	lack	of	
colleagues	within	school	in	which	the	head	can	trust	and	confide.	The	different	structure	of	
international	schools,	with	many	schools	having	primary	and	secondary	principals	in	addition	
to	a	head	of	school/director	might	be	said	to	mitigate	against	this,	with	peers	being	readily	
available	within	school	to	share	the	burden,	listen	and	give	advice.	Despite	this,	however,	it	
is	evident	from	the	study	that	international	school	leaders	still	experience	professional	
isolation,	as	relationship	with	senior	colleagues	may	be	problematic	for	a	variety	of	reasons.		
What	the	literature	does	not	discuss	is	the	private	loneliness	of	school	leaders.	This	is	a	
major	new	theme	emerging	from	the	study,	not	considered	elsewhere.	Whether	this	is	
something	unique	to	international	schools,	where	heads	are	less	likely	to	have	a	network	of	
family	and	friends	outside	of	school	to	support	them	is	worthy	of	further	investigation.	A	
small	number	of	heads	in	the	study	describe	devastating	loneliness	in	their	private	lives,	
which	they	feel	emanates	from	their	role	as	a	school	leader.	They	share	how	their	loneliness	
at	work	spills	over	into	their	personal	lives,	due	to	their	inability	to	form	friendships	at	work	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 164	
and	being	incapable	of	forming	new	relationships	outside	of	work,	due	to	lack	of	time,	lack	
of	language	to	interact	with	the	host	community	or	poor	social	skills.	This	may	be	more	
significant	for	heads	new	to	a	country	who	have	not	had	time	to	build	social	networks	and	
who	may	be	experiencing	transition	issues.	Two	heads	in	the	study	describe	how	attempts	to	
make	friends	within	the	school	community	backfired	on	them,	with	one	being	shunned	by	
staff	on	a	social	level	and	another	forming	unhealthy	relations	with	parents	that	tested	
professional	boundaries.	One	head	describes	her	weekly	massage	to	be	the	only	human	
interaction	she	experiences	outside	of	school,	while	another	feels	the	social	situation	
rendered	his	current	post	unsustainable	for	him	in	the	long	term.	
5.2.5	THE	ROLE	OF	TRANSITION	
The	transitory	nature	of	international	schools	creates	a	unique	environment	as	community	
members	adapt	to	ongoing	changes	in	their	own	lives	and	the	lives	of	those	around	them	
(Langford,	1998).	It	is	the	postulation	of	this	study	that	this	transitory	nature	potentially	
impacts	on	a	range	international	school	stakeholders	and	provides	challenges	for	
international	school	leaders.		
The	Impact	of	Transition	on	Internationally	Mobile	Families	and	Third	Culture	Kids	
For	some	families	adjusting	to	an	international	move,	the	transition	may	be	hard	and	crisis	
may	result	(MacLachlan,	2008).	Children	may	experience	a	sense	of	loss	(Dixon	and	Hayden,	
2008,	compounded	by	an	unwillingness	to	form	new	friendships	for	fear	of	future	loss	
(MacLachlan,	2007).	This	may	impact	negatively	on	their	sense	of	identity,	with	children	
feeling	unsure	as	to	who	they	are	(Gillies,	2003).	This	can	be	the	cause	of	much	physical	and	
psychological	pain	(Dixon	and	Hayden,	2008)	and	may	result	in	physical	and	mental	health	
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problems	(MacLachlan,	2007;	Downie,	1976).	It	is	not	difficult	to	imagine	how	these	factors	
may	impact	on	the	school	environment	and	on	the	role	of	the	school	leader,	responsible	for	
the	care	of	students	in	transition.		
	
This	is	not	supported	by	the	findings	of	the	study,	however.	Although	interview	participants	
discussed	the	transition	of	adult	members	of	the	community,	at	length,	the	transition	of	
students	was	not	an	issue	raised	by	heads	in	the	study.		While	50%	of	respondents	to	the	
questionnaire	found	relationships	with	students	to	be	emotionally	challenging,	only	3%	
thought	this	was	the	most	emotionally	challenging	group	of	stakeholders	to	work	with.	This	
is	supported	by	the	interview	findings,	where	participants	make	very	little	reference	to	the	
challenging	nature	of	relationships	with	students.	The	overriding	impression	from	the	
research	is	that	adult	relationships	are	the	most	demanding	and,	whilst	problems	of	student	
transition	may	well	exist,	they	are	not	sufficiently	demanding	to	merit	a	mention	when	
heads	are	asked	to	discuss	three	or	four	challenging	situations	or	incidents.		
	
Internationally	mobile	parents	experience	their	own	transitional	journey	and	challenges,	
including	that	of	culture	shock,	at	the	same	time	as	they	are	supporting	their	children	
through	the	transitional	process	(MacLachlan,	2008;	Langford,	1998,	Hayden,	2006).	
According	to	the	literature,	concerns	about	the	welfare	of	their	children	may	lead	to	
profound	guilt	and	fear	in	some	parents	(MacLachlan,	2008;	Langford,	1998).	Mothers	may	
bear	the	brunt	of	this,	as	a	move	with	their	husband’s	job,	to	countries	where	they	are	not	
able	to	work,	throws	them	back	into	the	role	of	full-time	wife	and	mother	and	forces	them	
to	place	their	careers	on	the	back	burner	(MacLachlan,	2008;	Langford,	1998).	It	is	a	premise	
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of	this	study	that	this	can	have	potential	to	create	emotional	challenges	for	the	school	
leader,	as	parents	bring	their	transition	issues	into	school.		
	
There	is	evidence	to	support	this	in	the	study	findings,	where	heads	relate	examples	of	
difficult	parent	transition	impacting	on	their	work.	Heads	acknowledge	how	the	school	plays	
an	important	role	in	supporting	the	transition	of	internationally	mobile	families,	taking	on	a	
significant	role	in	their	lives	and	supporting	them	through	difficult	times,	in	the	absence	of	
family	support	networks,	bearing	out	Dixon	and	Hayden	(2008),	MacLachlan	(2007)	and	
Hayden	(2006).	
	
The	Impact	of	Transition	on	Staff	
Several	studies	have	identified	transition	issues	for	staff	relocating	to	work	in	international	
schools	(Roskell,	2013;	Joslin,	2002;	Odland	and	Ruzicka,	2009;	Stirzaker,	2004).	As	with	
internationally	mobile	families,	teachers	face	challenges	as	they	seek	to	establish	new	
personal	and	professional	lives,	in	an	unfamiliar	context	(Stirzaker,	2004).	Pressure	and	
strain	created	by	the	unfamiliar	context	(Roswell,	2013)	and	the	failure	of	the	new	life	to	
meet	expectations,	(Odland	and	Ruzicka,	2009)	may	all	lead	to	dissatisfaction	among	new	
staff.	I	have	argued	that	this	can	lead	to	emotional	challenges	for	school	leaders,	as	teachers	
bring	their	issues	into	school.		
	
Although	the	study	does	not	bear	this	out	with	specific	examples,	one	participant	refers	to	
the	potential	issues	of	transitioning	teachers	and	the	responsibility	she	feels	to	recruit	
individuals	that	will	be	able	to	cope	well	with	the	transition.	Although	not	a	feature	of	the	
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literature,	heads	in	the	study	refer	to	the	important	role	played	by	the	school	community	for	
staff	working	in	international	schools,	similar	to	that	experienced	by	expat	families.	
Participants	share	how	staff	members	discuss	very	personal	matters	with	them	and	seek	
advice	and	support	during	times	of	crisis.		
	
The	Impact	of	Transition	on	the	Head	
The	literature	pays	very	little	attention	to	the	head’s	own	transition	but	the	impact	of	
personal	and	professional	transition	on	school	leaders	new	to	their	post,	is	a	major	theme	to	
emerge	from	the	study.		We	know	from	the	literature	that	the	average	tenure	of	
international	school	leaders	is	short	(Hawley,	2004;	Benson,	2011)	and	it,	therefore,	follows	
that	at	any	one	time,	a	large	number	of	heads	are	experiencing	transition,	as	they	take	up	
new	roles.	Clearly,	as	an	expat	living	and	working	overseas,	transition	has	potential	to	affect	
school	leaders	in	the	same	way	as	it	does	other	internationally	mobile	employees	(Hayden,	
2006).	This	is,	however,	an	under	researched	field.		
	
Heads	in	the	study	refer	to	the	emotional	challenges	that	occur	during	the	first	few	months	
of	their	tenure	in	a	new	role,	often	connected	to	their	lack	of	experience	in	the	context	in	
which	they	are	working	or	unfamiliarity	with	the	school	community.	This	in	part,	echoes	
Hayden’s	(2006)	concerns	about	the	lack	of	transferability	of	prior	experiences	of	
international	schools	heads	as	they	move	to	unfamiliar	cultural	contexts.		This	includes	
language	demands,	which	may	impact	on	international	school	leaders	during	their	first	
months	and	years	in	post.	As	board	meetings	or	dealings	with	external	bodies	sometimes	
taking	place	in	the	host	language,	heads	can	be	left	to	rely	more	on	support	from	host	
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country	administrative	staff	than	they	are	comfortable	with.	Bearing	this	out,	participants	in	
the	study	found	the	difficulties	of	learning	German	placed	extra	pressures	upon	them	in	the	
early	part	of	their	incumbency,	with	lack	of	the	local	language	also	impacting	on	their	
feelings	of	personal	isolation.		
	
Hayden	(2006)	also	highlights	the	difficulties	international	schools	face	in	providing	
appropriate	professional	support	for	a	new	head	teacher,	as	no	one	else	in	school	has	
experience	of	headship.	Boards	members	are	busy,	often	with	careers	outside	of	school	and	
the	provision	of	support	from	within	the	staff	raises	issues	of	confidentiality.	While	one	head	
mentions	receiving	excellent	professional	support	from	a	very	experienced	senior	leadership	
team,	another	refers	to	receiving	poor	support	from	senior	colleagues,	which	led	to	
misguided	decisions	during	their	transition.		
	
While	the	international	school	literature	acknowledges	these	difficulties	in	professional	
transition	for	heads,	there	is	no	mention	of	the	potential	challenges	outside	of	the	work	
domain.	For	some	study	participants,	the	personal	challenges	they	faced	during	the	first	year	
in	their	new	post	was	of	great	significance,	either	because	of	their	own	inability	to	form	
social	connections	or	the	poor	transition	of	their	spouse.		One	head	found	his	inability	to	
socially	adjust	spilled	over	into	the	work	domain,	impacting	upon	his	work	adjustment.	,	
bearing	out	Hasleberger	et	al,	2014.	Another	found	his	spouse’s	poor	adjustment	crossed	
over	into	his	own,	also	echoing	findings	in	the	literature	(Black	and	Stephens,	1989;	Takeuchi	
et	al,	2002;	McNulty,	2012).		For	both	of	these	participant	heads,	factors	relating	to	their	
personal	adjustment	had	a	huge	impact	on	them,	their	ability	to	perform	their	professional	
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duties	well,	their	personal	happiness	and	their	perceptions	of	the	long-term	sustainability	of	
their	appointments.		
5.2.6	THE	ROLE	OF	CULTURAL	DISSONANCE	
The	work	of	Oberg	(1963)	and	others	(Lysgaard,	1955;	Gullahorn	and	Gullahorn,	1963)	
demonstrates	how	those	visiting	new	countries	or	transitioning	to	a	new	life	may	experience	
culture	shock,	which	may	lead	to	cross-cultural	misunderstandings	and	cultural	dissonance	
between	the	visitor	or	expatriate	and	members	of	the	host	country.	The	later	work	of	
Hofstede	(2003),	sets	out	to	establish	a	framework	for	better	understanding	this	dissonance	
in	organisational	settings.		Hofstedes’s	five	dimensions	of	culture,	adapted	and	developed	by	
later	theorists	(Trompenaars	and	Hampden-Turner,	1997;	Dimmock	and	Walker,	2010),	have	
been	used	to	examine	cultural	differences	encountered	in	multi-cultural	educational	settings	
(Fail,	2004;	Shaw,	2001;	Hofstede,	2010;	Dimmock	and	Walker,	2010),	including	international	
schools.		
	
These	examinations	focus	mostly	upon	the	different	attitudes	and	approaches	to	school	
leadership	and	teaching	and	learning	between	western,	Anglophone	cultures	and	those	in	
the	Far	East,	in	countries	like	Japan,	China	and	Singapore	and	the	misunderstandings	and	
dissonance	these	may	cause	within	and	across	all	groups	of	stakeholders.	It	is	a	postulation	
of	this	research	that	this	complex	mix	of	cross-cultural	interactions	presents	an	emotionally	
challenging	environment	for	the	school	leader.	
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It	is	clear	from	the	findings	of	the	study	that	heads	perceive	there	to	be	elements	of	cultural	
dissonance	in	their	schools	and	that	situations	arising	from	this	may	be	emotionally	
demanding	for	them.	The	majority	of	the	dissonance	reported,	relates	to	differences	
between	staff	and	the	school	leader.		There	is	evidence	that	the	head	brings	with	him/her	a	
set	of	expectations,	based	upon	his/her	own,	western	Anglophone,	cultural	background	or	
experiences	developed	while	working	in	other	cultures	around	the	world,	which	may	be	at	
odds	with	the	culture	of	the	school.			
	
Heads	in	the	study	report	staff	in	their	schools	to	be	averse	to	change	and	feel	that	this	is	
connected	with	different	attitudes	to	change	within	the	German	culture.	Even	where	the	
majority	of	teaching	staff	in	school	are	not	German	nationals,	it	is	felt	that	a	more	German	
attitude	to	change	pervades	the	organization	and	heads	are	frustrated	by	the	slow	pace	of	
change	in	their	German	schools.	In	Hofstede’s	research	(www.geert.hofstede.com),	
Germany	scored	high	for	uncertainty	avoidance,	both	generally	and	when	compared	to	
countries	such	as	the	USA	and	UK,	where	the	majority	of	the	heads	in	the	study	originate.		
“Germany	is	among	the	uncertainty	avoidant	countries	(65);	the	score	is	on	the	high	end,	so	
there	is	a	slight	preference	for	Uncertainty	Avoidance.	In	line	with	the	philosophical	heritage	
of	Kant,	Hegel	and	Fichte	there	is	a	strong	preference	for	deductive	rather	than	inductive	
approaches,	be	it	in	thinking,	presenting	or	planning:	the	systematic	overview	has	to	be	given	
in	order	to	proceed…Details	are	equally	important	to	create	certainty	that	a	certain	topic	or	
project	is	well-thought-out.”	
(Hofstede,	2016)	
	
Heads	have	also	found	that	their	decisions	and	approaches	to	work	come	under	much	
greater	scrutiny,	by	both	the	staff	and	the	Betriebsrat,	than	they	were	used	to	in	previous	
roles.	As	a	much	more	participatory	leadership	style	is	expected	in	their	current	schools,	
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some	heads	have	had	to	develop	new	skills	in	this	area.	 This	is	also	supports	Hofstede’s	
findings. 	
“Highly	decentralised	and	supported	by	a	strong	middle	class,	Germany	is	not	surprisingly	
among	the	lower	power	distant	countries	(score	35).	Co-determination	rights	are	
comparatively	extensive	and	have	to	be	taken	into	account	by	the	management.	A	direct	
and	participative	communication	and	meeting	style	is	common,	control	is	disliked	and	
leadership	is	challenged	to	show	expertise	and	best	accepted	when	it’s	based	on	it.”	
(Hofstede,	2016)	
	
While	the	UK	and	USA	have	similar	power	distance	scores	when	compared	to	Germany,	the	
combination	of	high	uncertainty	avoidance	with	low	power	distance	may	produce	a	context	
that	is	very	different	to	that	in	participants’	home	countries	or	countries	where	they	have	
held	prior	leadership	posts.	Many	of	the	heads	in	the	study	have	a	background	of	leading	
international	schools	in	middle	and	Far	Eastern	countries	such	as	the	UAE,	China,	Korea	and	
Thailand	where	power	distance	relationships	are	very	different.	Heads	also	find	that	strong	
workers’	rights	in	Germany,	in	the	form	of	permanent	contracts	and	the	absence	of	formal	
procedures	to	dismiss	incompetent	staff,	have	had	a	negative	impact	on	the	their	work.	This	
may	also	be	explained	by	low	power	distance	relationships	in	German	organisations,	leading	
to	higher	levels	of	employee	rights	than	heads	have	previously	encountered.		
	
Heads	also	mention	the	direct	and	hurtful	way	that	teaching	staff	speak	to	them	at	times,	
not	only	scrutinising	leaders’	work	meticulously	but	feeling	able	to	pass	comment	and	
criticism	openly,	contrary	to	the	expectations	based	on	the	prior	experiences	of	heads.	
Hofstede	explains	the	impact	of	the	high	individualist	nature	of	German	society	on	its	
approaches	to	communication.	
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“Communication	is	among	the	most	direct	in	the	world	following	the	ideal	to	be	“honest,	
even	if	it	hurts”	–	and	by	this	giving	the	counterpart	a	fair	chance	to	learn	from	mistakes.	
(Hofstede,	2016)	
	
The	individualist	nature	of	German	society	is	also	in	direct	contrast	to	the	collectivist	
approaches	employed	in	schools	in	the	middle	and	Far	East,	where	many	heads	have	
previously	served.	In	these	cultures,	loss	of	face	brought	about	by	confrontation,	is	to	be	
avoided	at	all	costs,	and	communication	is	likely	to	be	more	subtle	and	complex	(Dimmock	
and	Walker,	2010).			
	
Finally	in	this	section,	heads	in	the	study	point	to	the	importance	for	staff	of	work-life	
balance.	In	their	opinion,	this	can	lead	to	lack	of	commitment	to	the	school	and	students	and		
is	on	direct	conflict	with	heads’	own	approaches	to	their	work	and	those	they	have	
experienced	on	other	contexts.		This	is	contrary	to	Hofstede’s	findings	
(www.geert.hofstede.com),	where	as	a	masculine	and	restrained	(low	indulgence)	society,	
German	people	place	a	lower	value	on	leisure	time	and		“live	in	order	to	work”	(Hofstede,	
2003).		However,	Hofstede’s	findings	are	in	direct	contrast	to	the	findings	of	the	OECD	Better	
Life	Index	2015	(OECD,	2014),	which	shows	Germany	to	be	7th	of	36	industrialised	countries	
for	work/life	balance,	based	upon	the	percentage	of	employees	working	very	long	hours	and	
the	percentage	of	daily	time	spent	on	personal	care	and	leisure	activities.	The	OECD	survey	
finds	only	5%	of	German	employees	work	fifty	or	more	hours	per	week,	compared	to	the	
13%	OECD	average	and	that	workers	spend	64%	of	their	daily	time	on	personal	care	and	
leisure	activities,	slightly	above	the	OECD	average	(OECD,	2014	and	bears	out	the	findings	of	
my	study.	
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Although	much	less	commonly	mentioned,	heads	in	the	study	also	find	there	are	elements	of	
cultural	dissonance	between	themselves,	or	their	teaching	staff,	and	students	or	their	
families.	Much	of	the	literature	relating	to	these	relationships,	(Fail,	2004;	Shaw,	2001;	
Dimmock	and	Walker,	2010)	compares	high	power	distance/collectivist	cultures	in	the	east	
with	low	power	distance/individualist	cultures	in	the	west	and	the	misunderstandings	or	
dissonance	that	may	develop	as	a	result	of	these	differences.	While	one	head	refers	to	a	
situation	where	students	and	families	from	Asian	and	African	cultures	were	afraid	of	an	
Australian	member	of	the	teaching	staff,	who	exhibited	an	over-familiar	approach,	perceived	
as	aggressive	by	those	used	to	a	more	formal	and	respectful	style,	this	kind	of	dissonance	
was	not	commonly	mentioned	by	heads.	What	was	mentioned	more	often,	however,	was	a	
dissonance	between	heads	and	local	German	parents,	mostly	in	relation	to	behaviour	
management.		In	AGIS	schools,	heads	find	parents	sometimes	more	likely	to	side	with	the	
child,	rather	than	supporting	school	leadership	in	such	matters,	which	matches	the	findings	
of	Allen	(2000),	in	relation	to	low	power	distance	cultures.	The	direct	approaches	to	
communication	preferred	in	German	society,	already	mentioned,	may	also	have	an	impact	
here,	with	school	leaders	perceiving	German	parents	as	more	likely	to	voice	concerns	and	
complaints	than	they	may	have	come	to	expect	when	working	in	other	cultures,	particularly	
the	Far	East	where	parents	are	much	less	likely	to	confront	head	teachers.	
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5.3	THE	CONSEQUENCES	AND	IMPACTS	OF	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	ON	SCHOOL	
LEADERS	
According	to	the	literature,	the	emotional	challenges	that	heads	face	bring	emotional	
consequences	that	impact	on	their	personal	and	professional	lives.	Heads	most	commonly	
feel	anxiety	(Beatty,	2000;	Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Brennan	and	MacRuairc,	2011),	
anger	(Beatty,	2000;	James	and	Vince,	2001),	frustration		(Yariv,	2009;	Crawford,	2004),	
vulnerability	(Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011;	Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004),	isolation	(Gill	
and	Arnold,	2015;	James	and	Vince,	2001),	fear	(Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Beatty,	
2000),	self-doubt	(Gill	and	Arnold,	2015),	disillusionment	(Johnson	et	al,	2005)	and	upset	or	
sadness	(Gill	and	Arnold,	2015;	Johnson	et	al,	2005).	This	parallels	the	study	where	heads	
express	feelings	of	frustration,	annoyance,	anxiety,	worry,	fear	and	lack	of	worth.	Heads	also	
talk,	sometimes	at	length,	about	their	feelings	of	isolation	and	loneliness,	both	professionally	
and	personally.		
	
	According	to	the	literature	this	constant	barrage	of	emotions	can	lead	to	heads	feeling	
stressed	(Pratt	Adams	and	Maguire,	2009;	James	and	Vince,	2001),	suffering	from	problems	
with	their	sleep	(Gill	and	Arnold,	2015;	Johnson	et	al,	2005)	and	feeling	tired	(Gill	and	Arnold,	
2015;	Pratt	Adams	and	Maguire,	2009).	Heads	in	the	study	also	expressed	feeling	stressed,	
exhausted	and	suffering	from	sleeplessness	as	well	as	feeling	pressure,	being	under	
emotional	strain	or	feeling	emotionally	drained,	leading	to	an	inability	to	switch	off	or	relax.		
The	literature	sets	out	how	head	teachers	manage	their	emotions	by	engaging	in	emotional	
labour	(Crawford,	2007;	Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011;	Beatty,	2000),	which	may	lead	to	
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emotional	exhaustion	(Schermuly	et	al,	2011;	Friedman,	2002)	and	burnout	(Friedman,	2002;	
Pratt	Adams	and	Maguire,	2009).	Similarly,	heads	in	the	study	confirm	they	engage	in	
emotional	labour,	in	order	to	maintain	the	professional	face	expected	of	them.	The	
literature	sets	out	how	heads	experience	a	blurring	of	their	personal	and	professional	lives	
(Blackmore,	1995;	Pratt	Adams	and	Maguire,	2009),	borne	out	by	participants	in	the	study,	
who	confirm	this.	Some,	however,	go	further	to	describe	a	complete	absence	of	a	personal	
life,	sometimes	over	a	period	of	many	years.	
	
Participant	heads	also	describe	the	overwhelming	nature	of	the	emotional	challenges	they	
face,	much	more	strongly	than	is	found	in	the	literature,	referring	to	the	depletion	of	their	
resources	and	feeling	close	to	breaking	point.	Health	concerns	also	take	on	a	greater	
significance	than	in	the	literature,	which	outlines	briefly	how	school	leaders	may	suffer	ill	
health	consequences	(Pratt	Adams	and	Maguire,	2009).	Study	participants	discuss	periods	of	
low-grade	ill	health	during	times	of	high	emotional	stress,	including	“warning	signs”,	such	as	
eye	twitching	and	high	blood	pressure.	Some	also	refer	to	concerns	about	the	long-term	
sustainability	of	their	leadership	role	in	relation	to	health.		
	
Where	the	findings	of	the	study	and	the	literature	differ	the	most	significantly	in	this	section,	
is	in	relation	to	the	extreme	emotional	reactions	some	heads	experience	in	response	to	
severe	and	acute	emotional	challenges.	Heads	describe	reactions	such	as	crying	for	five	days,	
feeling	“sick	in	the	stomach”	or	“like	someone	had	smacked	me	in	the	face”	or	“kicked	me	in	
the	stomach”,	being	rendered	“unable	to	speak”	or	“not	knowing	what	to	do	with	myself.”	
Also	descriptions	of	cumulative	or	longer	term	challenging	situations	as	being	“the	hardest	
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thing	I	have	ever	done	in	my	life”	and	“experiencing	more	stress	in	a	one	year	than	in	the	last	
ten	years	put	together,”	demonstrate	the	serious	impact	that	chronically	challenging	
situations	can	have	on	school	leaders.		
5.4	COPING	WITH	THE	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	
In	Chapter	3,	I	identified	the	Resilience	Capabilities	Model	(Lucy	et	al,	2014)	as	a	framework	
for	considering	the	resilience	of	school	leaders	and	the	strategies	they	use	to	enable	them	to	
cope	with	the	challenges	they	face.	Prior	research	identifies	several	strategies	that	may	be	
analysed	in	the	context	of	this	five-part	model.		These	include	gaining	perspective	by	
engaging	in	reflection	and	drawing	on	challenging	experiences	as	a	form	of	professional	
growth	(Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	Zembylas,	2007)	or	taking	time	away	from	the	
school	environment	(Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011;	Kelchtermans	et	al,	2011);	drawing	
upon	connections,	by	seeking	support	from	others,	both	inside	and	outside	of	school	(Pratt	
Adams	and	Maguire,	2009;	Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011)	and	managing	emotions	as	a	form	
of	emotional	intelligence	(Brennan	and	MacRuiarc,	2011;	Ackerman	and	Ostrowski,	2004;	
Crawford,	2007).		
	
Heads	in	the	study	bear	out	these	findings	to	varying	degrees.	Reflection	and	growth	come	
across	as	a	strong	coping	tool	for	participants	in	the	study,	with	many	able	to	reflect	upon	a	
rationally	upon	a	situation	and	consider	how	they	might	improve	their	leadership	practice	in	
the	future.	For	some,	such	reflection	came	mostly	in	the	period	immediately	following	a	
crisis	and	sometimes	involved	the	support	of	mentors	and	colleagues.	Here	the	willingness	
to	learn	and	develop	as	leaders	was	clearly	apparent.	While	not	commonly	mentioned,	some	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 177	
heads	find	time	away	from	school,	attending	courses	and	conferences	to	be	a	useful	coping	
tool,	while	others	mention	taking	a	walk	outside	of	the	school	environment	during	the	
working	day	in	order	to	gain	perspective.	In	line	with	the	literature,	heads	in	the	study	
engage	frequently	in	emotional	labour,	controlling	their	emotions,	even	during	very	difficult	
encounters,	in	order	to	maintain	an	air	of	control	and	professionalism.		
	
Participant	heads	also	rely	upon	connections	to	help	them	cope	by	seeking	the	support	of	
others,	particularly	senior	colleagues,	both	inside	and	outside	of	school.	This	is	for	some	tied	
in	with	attending	courses	and	conferences,	where	meetings	with	other	school	leaders	can	
take	place	and	heads	feel	able	to	relax	and	share	their	problems	in	a	safe	environment.	The	
importance	of	senior	colleagues,	as	a	source	of	support,	is	possibly	of	greater	significance	in	
international	schools,	where	there	is	likely	to	be	a	larger	senior	team,	than	in	other	schools.	
Surprisingly,	only	one	interview	participant	refers	to	seeking	support	from	family	or	friends,	
although	this	was	more	commonly	mentioned	in	the	questionnaire	responses.	Many	heads	
seem	to	prefer	not	to	take	their	work	problems	home	with	them	and	find	greater	support	
from	colleagues	within	the	profession	than	from	personal	and	social	networks.	This	may	also	
reflect	a	paucity	of	personal,	social	networks	available	to	internationally	mobile	heads.	It	is	
worth	noting	that	the	only	participant	head	to	mention	having	a	large	social	circle	is	the	
longest	serving	in	her	current	role,	who	has	lived	in	the	same	city	for	over	20	years.	This	is	in	
stark	contrast	to	a	small	number	of	others,	who	describe	a	miserable,	lonely	personal	life,	
devoid	of	social	interactions,	and	to	the	majority	of	interview	participants,	who	made	no	
mention	of	friendships	at	all.	It	should	not	be	surprising	that	internationally	mobile	
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individuals,	on	mostly	short-term	appointments,	who	spend	the	bulk	of	their	lives	at	work,	
and	are	unable	to	draw	on	work	colleagues	socially,	have	few	friends.	
	
	The	five-part	model	of	Lucy	et	al	(2014)	refers	to	the	importance	of	managing	physical	
energy,	through	taking	exercise,	healthy	eating	and	proper	relaxation.	Surprisingly	the	
literature	relating	to	school	leaders	makes	little	reference	to	this.	This	may	be	because	
heads’	commitment	to	their	roles	and	the	long	hours	they	work	leaves	little	time	for	
relaxation	and	leisure.	By	contrast,	heads	in	the	study	find	their	personal	time	to	be	
important	in	helping	them	to	cope	with	the	demands	of	the	job,	although	many	find	it	hard	
to	carve	out	this	time,	either	during	the	working	day,	in	the	form	of	a	lunch	break,	or	in	the	
form	of	work	free	evenings	and	weekends.	A	small	number	of	heads	mention	exercise	such	
as	swimming	or	running	as	a	useful	strategy,	while	an	equally	small	number	refer	to	hobbies	
such	as	cooking,	having	massages	or	watching	DVDs.	Only	one	mentions	an	activity	involving	
socially	interacting	with	others	(singing	in	a	choir),	with	most	engaging	in	solitary	pastimes.	
Sleep	was	also	found	to	be	a	useful	coping	tool	for	a	few	heads	in	the	study,	as	was	alcohol,	
although	heads	mentioning	this	were	conscious	that	this	was	not	a	healthy	or	long	term	
coping	solution.		
	
In	line	with	the	Resilience	Capabilities	Model,	some	participant	heads	share	how	strong	
values	and	a	sense	of	purpose	or	self-belief	are	important	in	helping	them	to	cope	with	the	
challenges	they	face.	Such	factors	allow	heads	to	be	clear	about	the	actions	they	should	
take,	even	in	the	face	of	staunch	opposition	and	make	coping	with	the	fallout	of	difficult	
decisions	easier	to	handle.	This	sometimes	involves	rationalising	the	decision	making	process	
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or	going	into	what	one	head	called	“problem	solving	mode”,	putting	emotions	to	one	side	
and	focusing	upon	what	needs	to	be	done	to	move	beyond	a	crisis.	
	
Absent	from	either	the	model	of	Lucy	et	al	(2014)	or	the	general	literature	is	the	role	that	
experience	plays	in	enabling	heads	to	cope	with	demanding	situations	and	incidents.	Heads	
feel	that	coping	becomes	easier	as	they	become	more	experienced,	both	professionally	and	
personally,	as	experience	increases	the	chance	of	having	previously	encountered	similar	
situations	or	incidents.	Being	able	to	draw	upon	these	experiences	was	a	great	help	and	
comfort	for	some	heads.		
5.5	CLOSING		
In	this	chapter	I	have	discussed	the	findings	of	my	study	in	relation	to	the	three	main	
research	questions	and	in	the	context	of	prior	literature	in	the	field,	identifying	both	where	
the	findings	bear	out	the	literature	and	where	they	do	not.	I	have	also	pinpointed	new	
knowledge	that	has	emerged	from	my	research	in	relation	to	each	of	the	three	research	
questions.		
	
In	the	following	conclusions	chapter,	I	will	provide	an	overview	of	this	thesis	and	identify	the	
most	significant	points	arising	from	my	findings,	discussing	in	detail	how	my	research	
contributes	new	knowledge	to	the	field	and	may	in	turn	inform	future	practice.	
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CHAPTER	6.	CONCLUSIONS	
6.1	OPENING		
In	this	chapter	I	conclude	my	thesis.	I	begin	by	reviewing	the	purpose	of	the	research	and	then	
address	the	key	findings	in	relation	to	each	of	the	three	research	questions,	identifying	new	
knowledge	that	has	emerged	from	my	study.	I	move	on	to	consider	how	this	new	knowledge	
may	inform	practice	and	make	recommendations	for	the	future.	Following	this,	I	consider	the	
limitations	and	strengths	of	the	study	before	discussing	possible	areas	for	future	research	in	
the	field	and	making	a	concluding	summary.	
	
The	purpose	of	this	research	has	been	to	use	an	interpretive,	mixed	methods	approach	to	
explore	the	lived	experiences	of	international	school	leaders,	working	within	the	context	of	
AGIS	schools,	in	relation	to	the	emotional	challenges	they	face	in	the	course	of	their	role;	the	
impact	these	challenges	have	on	their	professional	and	personal	lives	and	the	coping	strategies	
they	employ.		The	study	has	focused	on	three	main	research	questions.	
1. What	are	the	emotional	challenges	faced	by	international	school	leaders	as	part	of	
their	role?	
2. What	are	the	consequences	of	these	challenges	and	how	do	they	impact	on	heads’	
personal	and	professional	lives?	
3. What	strategies	do	international	school	leaders	employ	to	enable	them	to	cope	with	
the	emotional	challenges	of	their	work?	
I	will	now	summarise	the	key	findings	and	conclusions	in	relation	to	each	of	these	research	
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questions.	
6.2.	WHAT	ARE	THE	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	FACED	BY	INTERNATIONAL	SCHOOL	
LEADERS	AS	PART	OF	THEIR	ROLE?	
The	findings	demonstrate	that	heads	in	the	study	face	a	wide	range	of	emotional	challenges	as	
part	of	their	role.	Many	of	these	challenges	are	similar	to	those	experienced	by	head	teachers	
in	a	range	of	contexts	outside	of	international	schools,	while	some	may	be	more	specific	to	the	
international	school	context.	A	small	number	of	challenges	have	emerged	from	the	study	as	
being	most	significant	to	heads	within	the	context	of	AGIS	schools.	These	are	
• Difficult	relationships	between	the	head	and	teaching	staff.	
• The	professional	and	personal	isolation	of	head	teachers.	
• The	professional	and	personal	transition	of	the	head	during	the	early	part	of	
incumbency.	
• The	pressures	experienced	by	heads	in	their	role	of	community	leader.	
Prior	research	shows	that	adult	relationships	play	a	key	role	in	emotional	challenges	of	the	
school	leader’s	role	(Crawford,	2009;	Harris,	2007).	My	study	demonstrates	that,	while	
relationships	with	other	stakeholder	groups	are	a	sources	of	emotional	strain	for	AGIS	heads,	it	
is	the	relationships	with	teaching	staff,	particularly	interactions	involving	staff	performance	
management,	staff	discipline	and	change	management	that	international	school	heads	find	the	
most	demanding.		Heads	in	the	study	find	managing	staff	relationships	more	demanding	in	the	
German	context	than	other	contexts	they	have	experienced.	This	may	be	due	to	a	range	of	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 182	
factors,	including	the	stronger	employment	rights	afforded	to	staff	in	Germany,	including	the	
role	of	the	Betreibsrat	in	upholding	employees’	rights;	the	perceived	aversion	to	change	of	
many	of	the	staff	they	lead,	creating	conflict	between	teachers	and	leader;	the	high	
participation	culture	in	the	German	workplace,	with	staff	expecting	to	be	fully	involved	in	the	
decision	making	process;	direct	and	frank	approaches	to	communication	and	a	significant	
emphasis	being	placed	by	staff	upon	work-life	balance.		For	many	heads	in	the	study,	all	or	
some	of	these	factors	clash	with	the	expectations	they	have	brought	with	them	into	AGIS	
schools	and	are	in	stark	contrast	to	their	prior	experience	in	different	contexts	across	the	
world,	particularly	in	Asia.	
	
Professional	isolation	is	acknowledged	as	being	a	significant	problem	for	school	leaders	
(Crawford,	2007;	Beatty,	2000),	where	a	lack	of	internal	and	external	support	for	heads	leads	
to	“structural	loneliness”	(Macbeath,	2009).	This	is	no	less	the	case	for	AGIS	heads	but,	for	
some,	this	may	also	be	compounded	by	significant	personal	loneliness,	as	they	experience	a	
lack	of	opportunities	to	develop	social	relationships.	This	may	be	due	to	the	need	to	separate	
personal	and	professional	relationships	in	school;	language	difficulties	and	lack	of	personal	
time,	as	a	consequence	of	long	working	hours.		
	
For	many	members	of	an	international	school	community,	the	move	to	a	new	school	is	a	
difficult	time,	fraught	with	issues	of	culture	shock	(Oberg,	1963)	and	transition	(Schlossberg,	
1981).	For	many	heads	in	the	study,	the	transition	to	their	current	role	has	been	a	significant	
cause	of	emotional	challenge	for	them,	as	a	move	represents	not	only	a	move	to	a	new	role	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 183	
and	school	but	a	to	new	city	and,	usually	a	new	country.	Most	are	not	proficient	in	the	German	
language	upon	arrival	and	have	little	prior	experience	of	German	culture.	The	emotional	
struggles	these	heads	have	encountered	in	trying	to	reconcile	their	own	professional	
expectations	and	priorities	with	those	of	the	school	community,	particularly	those	of	staff,	
during	the	first	year	or	two	in	post,	is	a	strong	theme	emerging	from	the	research.	The	learning	
curve	is	steep	for	any	new	head	teacher	but	for	AGIS	heads,	working	within	an	unfamiliar	
physical	and	cultural	context,	this	is	perceived	as	particularly	so.	This	is	compounded	for	some,	
by	issues	of	personal	transition,	as	they	deal	with	loneliness	in	their	private	lives	or	may	
experience	pressure	to	support	their	family	undergoing	their	own	transition.	
	
Finally,	head	teachers	are	community	leaders,	playing	a	key	role	in	emotionally	supporting	and	
guiding	their	flock	(O’Connor,	2006).	For	leaders	in	the	study,	this	aspect	of	the	role	takes	on	a	
much	greater	significance	in	international	schools,	where	a	large	part	of	the	community	is	
living	away	from	their	wider	support	network,	creating	a	greater	role	for	the	school	role	in	
caring	and	supporting	its	stakeholders.	For	many	of	the	eight	interview	participants,	while	this	
part	of	their	role	may	be	very	rewarding,	it	proves	a	significant	source	of	emotional	strain.	The	
support	of	individual	families	and	teachers	during	times	of	personal	difficulty,	as	well	as	
support	of	the	whole	school	community	during	major	crises	is	a	part	of	the	role	for	which	
heads	often	feel	unprepared.		
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6.3	WHAT	ARE	THE	CONSEQUENCES	OF	AND	IMPACTS	OF	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	
ON	SCHOOL	LEADERS’	PERSONAL	AND	PROFESSIONAL	LIVES?	
Heads	taking	part	in	this	study	experience	a	whole	range	of	emotional	consequences	
emanating	from	the	challenges	they	face,	which	lead	some	to	emotional	exhaustion	and	at	
times	feeling	close	to	breaking	point,	as	well	as	suffering	ill	health	warnings.	What	is	perhaps	
unexpected	is	the	severity	of	the	emotional	consequences	AGIS	leaders	experience,	which	they	
often	couch	in	dramatic	language,	and	the	significant	cumulative	impact	of	chronically	
challenging	times,	which	lead	some	to	worry	about	their	health	and	question	the	sustainability	
of	their	role	in	the	longer	term.	
	
At	the	time	of	the	interviews,	one	of	the	participants	had	recently	moved	from	a	more	senior	
role	in	her	school	to	a	less	demanding	role,	citing	the	emotional	challenges	of	the	job	as	the	
catalyst	for	this	change.	Since	the	interviews	took	place,	three	other	participants	have	moved	
on	from	the	roles	they	held;	two	taking	less	senior	roles	in	new	schools,	following	short	
sabbaticals,	and	the	third	taking	a	longer	sabbatical	before	returning	to	an	equally	senior	role.	
At	interview	one	head	expressed	the	desire	to	move	to	a	less	demanding	role	upon	the	
completion	of	his	daughter’s	schooling	and	another	is	hanging	on	for	retirement	in	two	years.	
Only	one	of	the	eight	interview	participants	expressed	the	view	that	her	current	role	was	
sustainable	long	term.			
6.4	WHAT	STRATEGIES	DO	INTERNATIONAL	SCHOOL	LEADERS	EMPLOY	TO	ENABLE	
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THEM	TO	COPE	WITH	THE	EMOTIONAL	CHALLENGES	OF	THEIR	WORK?	
The	literature	demonstrates	that	head	teachers	employ	a	range	of	coping	strategies,	which	I	
have	examined	using	the	framework	of	resilience	capabilities,	developed	by	Lucy	et	al	(2014).	
These	include	gaining	perspective,	by	taking	time	away	from	school	and	utilising	reflection	for	
the	purpose	of	growth;	drawing	upon	connections	for	support	and	employing	emotional	
labour	as	a	form	of	emotional	intelligence,	in	order	to	manage	emotions	and	maintain	
professional	face.	For	AGIS	heads,	gaining	perspective,	drawing	upon	professional	connections	
and	utilising	emotional	intelligence	are	each	important	coping	strategies.	What	is	notable	is	
the	lack	of	reference	made	to	personal	support	from	friends	and	family,	especially	among	
interview	participants,	which	may	reflect	their	lack	of	personal	support	networks	in	Germany.	
In	addition,	heads	in	the	study	draw	upon	their	purpose,	values	and	strengths,	rationalising	
and	problem	solving	during	difficult	times.	They	also	seek	ways	to	manage	personal	energy,	
through	engaging	in	exercise,	hobbies	and	interests	outside	of	school,	although	for	most,	these	
are	solitary	pastimes	rather	than	opportunities	for	social	interaction.		
6.5	DISCUSSION	OF	KEY	FINDINGS		
These	findings	leave	us	with	a	picture	of	AGIS	school	leaders	exposed	to	significant	and	
multiple	sources	of	ongoing	and	for	some,	relentless	emotional	challenge.	While	leaders	in	the	
study	experience	similar	challenges	to	heads	in	wider	contexts,	within	AGIS	schools	they	also	
encounter	additional	demands	that	may	be	more	specific	to	the	AGIS	context.	The	research	
confirms	my	earlier	postulations	that	many	of	these	specific	challenges	relate	either	to	the	
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transitional	nature	of	international	schools	or	to	the	differing	cultural	expectations	found	
within	international	school	communities.	What	is	interesting,	is	how	much	of	the	emotional	
challenges	heads	experience	arise	from	their	own	cultural	assumptions	and	the	expectations	
they	bring	with	them	to	the	role	and	also	to	their	own	transition	issues,	rather	than	those	of	
others.	While	the	emotional	fallout	associated	with	the	ongoing	transition	of	families	and	staff	
does	impact	on	heads,	of	much	greater	significance	is	their	own	transitional	journey;	the	
difficulties	some	have	building	personal	relationships,	learning	the	language	and	developing	a	
social	life	outside	of	school.	While	the	mix	of	cultures	within	school	may	lead	to	cultural	
dissonance	between	groups	of	stakeholders	and	individuals,	it	is	conflicts	brought	on	by	
dissonance	directly	between	the	head	teacher	and	others	in	the	school	community	that	are	
most	marked.		These	conflicts	result,	in	the	main,	from	a	clash	between	the	expectations	the	
head	brings	into	school	and	those	of	their	staff.		The	head’s	expectations	having	developed	
from	a	blending	of	their	own	cultural	mores	and	those	they	bring	with	them	from	previous	
posts,	often	in	Asia.		
	
These	differing	expectations	may,	at	least	in	part	be	due	to	the	impact	of	German	culture	on	
AGIS	schools.	According	to	Hofstede	(2003),	German	culture	represents	a	combination	of	low	
power	distance,	individualism,	high	uncertainty	avoidance	with	direct	and	honest	approaches	
to	communication	and	very	high	levels	of	worker	participation,	all	of	which	are	likely	to	impact	
on	the	workplace.		There	is	some	evidence	(OECD,	2014)	that	the	importance	of	work-life	
balance	for	German	employees	may	also	impact	on	their	approaches	to	work.	These	key	values	
may	represent	significant	contrasts	between	German	culture	and	the	culture	of	Anglophone	
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western	countries,	from	where	the	majority	of	AGIS	heads	originate,	as	well	as	contrasting	
with	eastern	countries	where	many	heads	have	worked	prior	to	arriving	in	Germany.		
While	some	of	the	difficulties	that	AGIS	head	teachers	face	when	encountering	the	German	
cultural	context,	may	make	their	job	harder,	it	can	be	argued	that	many	of	the	challenges	they	
experience	are	at	least	partly	of	their	own	making,	caused	by	a	lack	of	understanding	or	
appreciation	of	the	cultural	context	in	which	they	are	operating	and	a	belief	that	their	
approach	to	leadership	and	school	improvement,	underpinned	by	their	own	cultural	mores,	is	
the	best	approach.		
	
In	the	introduction	to	this	thesis,	I	discussed	possible	links	between	head	teacher	stress	and	
both	head	teacher	performance	and	the	length	of	their	tenure,	and	examined	the	potential	
importance	of	these	factors	for	school	effectiveness.	It	is	clear	from	the	findings	that	the	
emotional	challenges	AGIS	heads	encounter	in	the	course	of	their	roles	lead	to	significant	
stress,	which	may	replete	their	resources	and	lead	to	ill	health.	The	extent	to	which	this	stress	
impedes	their	performance	at	work	is	not	clear	but	what	has	emerged	is	a	potential	link	
between	stress	and	the	tenure	of	heads	in	their	current	roles.	The	findings	show	there	is	
concern	among	AGIS	heads	about	their	ability	to	sustain	the	pressures	of	their	roles	long	term	
and	also	provides	evidence	of	some	heads	leaving	their	posts	after	short	incumbencies	of	one,	
two	or	three	years,	with	others	are	waiting	for	opportunities	to	move	to	less	demanding	roles	
elsewhere.			
	
There	is	no	doubt	that	school	leaders	involved	in	the	study	are	resilient.	Despite	experiencing	
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ongoing	and	considerable	stress,	they	show	up	to	work	each	day,	sometimes	overcoming	
significant	personal	hardship,	in	order	to	fulfil	their	responsibilities	and	support	their	
community;	a	community	that	may	be	unaware	of	the	emotional	challenges	faced	by	their	
leaders	and	the	impact	this	has	on	them.		The	range	of	coping	strategies	that	they	employ,	
may	not,	however,	be	adequately	reducing	the	impact	of	the	stresses	they	encounter	to	allow	
for	successful	and	sustained	leadership	experiences.		The	model	of	Lucy	et	al	(2014),	provides	a	
potentially	valuable	tool	to	assist	Heads	in	developing	a	greater	understanding	of	resilience	
and	how	this	may	be	developed	to	support	their	physical	and	mental	well	being	and	in	turn	
help	them	sustain	their	leadership.	How	this	tool	may	be	utilised	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	
section.		
6.6	INFORMING	FUTURE	PRACTICE	
While	practical	steps	may	be	taken	to	reduce	some	of	the	demands	experienced	by	AGIS	
heads,	other	challenges	are	inherent	in	the	role	and	the	only	prospect	for	improving	the	head	
teachers’	experience	is	to	support	them	in	developing	their	personal	resilience	capabilities.		I	
will	begin	this	section	by	considering	the	practical	steps	that	may	help	lessen	the	demands	
placed	on	AGIS	heads	and	then	explore	how	head	teacher	resilience	may	be	improved.		
	For	head	teachers,	conflicts	with	teachers	in	relation	to	performance	management,	staff	
discipline	and	change	management	are	unlikely	to	diminish,	while	for	AGIS	heads	the	cultural	
context	that	serves	to	exacerbate	these	conflicts	will	not	change.	What	may	be	improved	is	the	
approach	of	school	leaders	themselves	when	approaching	a	role	in	a	new	cultural	context.	
Raising	international	school	leaders’	awareness	of	the	cultural	baggage	they	bring	with	them	
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to	each	new	role,	and	providing	support	to	enable	them	to	better	understand	the	cultural	
context	they	are	entering,	may	help	reduce	the	levels	of	cultural	dissonance	in	AGIS	schools.		
Awareness	may	be	increased	through	a	greater	focus	on	cultural	factors	in	international	school	
leadership	courses	and	workshops;	while	culturally	specific	training	and	cultural	
mentoring/coaching	could	be	provided	by	regional	organisations,	like	AGIS	or	by	schools	
themselves.	In	Thailand,	for	example,	all	teachers	are	required	to	complete	a	comprehensive	
Thai	Language	and	Culture	course,	provided	by	their	school,	before	being	granted	a	full	
teacher	licence.	Heads	also	need	to	take	more	responsibility	for	their	own	cultural	preparation	
and	development,	prior	to	and	in	the	early	stages	of	their	incumbency;	seeing	this	as	a	priority	
and	actively	seeking	opportunities	to	improve	their	cultural	awareness,	including	language	
training.	
	
School	boards	need	to	be	more	aware	of	the	potential	for	both	professional	and	personal	
isolation	of	their	heads	and	the	impact	this	may	have	on	them.	In	larger	schools,	in-house	
procedures	should	promote	greater	collegiality	and	support	from	within	the	senior	leadership	
team	or	the	board,	to	ensure	that	all	school	leaders	have	mentors	they	can	turn	to	for	support.	
Time	for	team	building	within	the	SMT	and	opportunities	for	heads	to	get	to	know	each	other	
and	spend	time	together	outside	of	the	school	environment	should	be	provided.	A	greater	
emphasis	should	also	be	placed	upon	developing	and	supporting	membership	of	regional	and	
local	networks	of	head	teachers	and	improving	the	opportunities	they	offer	for	mentoring	and	
support,	with	adequate	time	being	provided	for	heads	to	meet	with	colleagues	and	build	
relationships.		
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Boards	also	need	to	be	made	more	aware	of	the	potential	pitfalls	of	professional	and	personal	
transition	for	heads	and	ensure	that	there	are	procedures	in	place	to	fully	support	them.		For	
these	procedures	to	make	a	real	impact,	board	and	senior	leadership	teams	need	to	take	a	
genuine	interest	in	the	transition	of	their	new	leaders.	Most	international	schools	provide	
induction	programmes	for	new	teachers	but	provision	for	new	heads	seems	much	less	
common.	The	appointment	of	a	transition	mentor/buddy	from	within	the	senior	leadership	
team	or	the	board	should	be	standard	procedure	but	to	my	knowledge	is	rare.	More	attention	
also	needs	to	be	paid	to	the	personal	transition	of	heads	and	their	families	that	goes	beyond	
helping	them	to	find	housing,	and	should	include	support	to	build	social	connections	outside	of	
school.	This	could	be	achieved	by	appointing	individuals,	within	the	school	community	or	
relocation	professionals,	to	introduce	heads	and	their	families	to	a	range	of	social	activities,	
clubs,	gyms	etc.	This	support	needs	to	be	ongoing,	with	regular	follow,	in	order	up	to	establish	
what	further	support	is	needed,	beyond	the	first	few	weeks.	Schools	should	also	consider	
prioritising	language	support	for	both	head	and	spouse	to	reduce	social	isolation,	with	lessons	
scheduled	during	the	school	day	for	heads,	or	financial	support	for	lessons	for	both	head	and	
spouse	included	as	standard	contractual	arrangements.		
	
Helping	AGIS	heads	to	develop	greater	resilience	capabilities	may	take	many	forms.	Developing	
relationships	with	other	heads,	both	inside	and	outside	of	school,	as	discussed	above,	can	
assist	head	teachers	in	gaining	perspective	and	building	connections	as	well	as	providing	
opportunities	to	be	honest	about	their	challenges	and	receive	emotional	support.		Boards	have	
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much	to	offer	heads	in	ensuring	they	are	managing	personal	energy	effectively	by	
acknowledging	the	need	for	a	proper	work-life	balance.	Working	heads	into	the	ground	with	
excessive	evening	and	weekend	events;	reducing	school	leaders’	holidays	to	30	days	per	year,	
as	is	standard	practice	in	Germany,	and	expecting	head	teachers	to	be	available	to	answer	
phone	calls	and	emails	24/7,	all	spreads	their	inner	resources	very	thin.	Instead	boards	should	
consider	actively	encouraging	heads	to	have	the	balanced	life	that	is	held	so	precious	by	
German	society	at	large;	include	gym	or	sports	club	membership	as	part	of	the	remuneration	
package;	ensure	heads	take	sufficient	holiday	to	allow	them	to	recharge	fully	and	limit	the	
number	or	length	of	evening	meetings	and	weekend	commitments.	
	
Much	emphasis	in	this	section	has	been	placed	on	school	boards	and	senior	leadership	teams	
but	school	leaders	need	to	take	responsibility	for	their	own	resilience,	seeking	opportunities	to	
become	more	aware	of	what	resilience	is	and	how	to	develop	it.		Despite	the	concept	of	
resilience	being	very	much	part	of	the	zeitgeist	over	the	last	few	years,	very	few	heads,	in	my	
experience	understand	much	about	what	resilience	involves.		The	work	of	Lucy	et	al	(2014)	has	
potential	to	provide	an	effective	and	practical	tool	to	assist	Heads	in	better	understanding	the	
concept	of	resilience	and	how	an	individual’s	resilience	can	be	improved,	through	a	focus	upon	
developing	the	five	resilience	capabilities.	Since	completing	my	research,	I	have	had	some	
success	in	supporting	this	process,	through	the	delivery	of	workshops	focused	upon	developing	
resilience	in	school	leaders,	using	a	modified	version	of	the	Lucy	et	al	(2014)	model.		I	plan	to	
move	towards	resilience	coaching	with	middle	leaders	in	my	own	school,	preparing	them	for	
future	senior	leadership	roles.		
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Resilience	training	and	coaching	should	be	viewed	by	Heads	as	just	as	essential	to	their	
practice	as	a	higher	degree,	and	by	boards	as	a	key	element	in	the	support	that	they	provide	to	
leaders	of	their	schools.	This	has	potential	to	have	a	significant	impact	on	head	teacher	
performance	and	the	sustainability	of	leadership	in	schools.	
6.7	SUGGESTIONS	FOR	FUTURE	RESEARCH	
This	is	a	small	study	of	34	questionnaire	respondents	and	eight	interview	participants	all	
working	in	AGIS	schools	as	head	teachers.	The	extent	to	which	the	findings	and	conclusions	are	
transferable	to	other	contexts	outside	of	AGIS	schools	is	open	to	debate.	However,	given	the	
paucity	of	prior	research	into	the	emotional	challenges	faced	by	international	school	leaders,	
the	study	does	provide	a	basis	upon	which	a	bigger	picture	may	be	developed	through	further	
research.	The	strength	of	the	study	lies	in	the	thick	descriptions	provided	by	the	interview	
participants,	who	speak	very	frankly	about	the	emotional	demands	they	encounter	in	the	
course	of	their	roles.		In	my	opinion,	my	position	as	an	insider	researcher,	working	with	
participants	known	to	me,	has	contributed	significantly	to	the	quality	and	richness	of	the	data	
produced	by	this	study.		Despite	the	potential	drawbacks	of	using	autoethnography,	in	this	
case,	I	would	argue,	it	has	lent	itself	to	high	levels	of	trust	between	interviewer	and	participant	
and	enhanced	the	interview	experience,	encouraging	participant	heads	to	speak	freely	about	
their	lived	experiences	and	emotions.		
	
New	understandings	that	have	emerged	from	this	study	about	the	emotional	challenges	AGIS	
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school	leaders	face,	the	consequences	and	impacts	experienced	and	coping	strategies	utilised	
now	need	to	be	explored	with	larger	numbers	of	participants	and	in	a	wider	range	of	
international	school	contexts	worldwide.	The	findings	in	relation	to	both	the	personal	
loneliness	of	international	school	leaders	and	the	personal	transition	problems	of	new	
international	school	heads,	are	other	areas	that	would	be	well	served	by	additional	research	as	
the	issues	arising	from	these	are	unexplored	and	have	potentially	serious	implications	for	head	
teachers	and	their	employers.	Finally,	it	would	be	beneficial	to	further	explore	the	extent	to	
which	the	emotional	demands	of	the	role	may	be	connected	to	the	rapid	turnover	of	
international	school	head	teachers	in	a	range	of	contexts.	
6.8	CLOSING		
What	emerges	from	this	small-scale	study	is	a	picture	of	highly	stressed	head	teachers	whose	
stress	is	brought	about,	at	least	in	part,	by	the	emotional	challenges	they	encounter	in	the	
course	of	their	roles.	Some	of	these	demands	may	apply	to	head	teachers	in	all	contexts,	while	
others	may	be	be	specific	to	international	schools.	Both	the	differing	cultural	expectations	at	
play	within	the	community	and	the	professional	and	personal	isolation	leaders	experience,	
present	them	with	significant	challenges,	which	are	magnified	during	a	head’s	transition	into	a	
new	post.	These	factors	combined	with	the	head’s	community	support	role	represent	
considerable	demands	unlikely	to	be	encountered	in	other	contexts.	These	demands	lead	to	a	
range	of	consequences	and	impacts	for	heads	that	may	include	the	inability	to	sustain	their	
roles	over	long	periods	of	time,	pointing	to	evidence	of	the	need	for	increased	support	for	
heads	and	the	development	of	improved	resilience	capabilities.	This	can	be	done	through	a	
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range	of	initiatives	and	approaches	to	reduce	the	pressures	heads	are	under	and	to	provide	
them	with	strategies	to	improve	their	resilience.	These	have	implications,	not	only	for	training	
providers	and	school	boards	but	also	for	head	teachers	themselves,	who	must	take	on	
responsibility	for	improving	their	own	cultural	awareness	and	building	their	personal	
resilience.		
6.9	A	FINAL	WORD	
As	a	final	word,	I	came	into	this	research	as	an	experienced	but	stressed	international	school	
head	teacher,	somewhat	surprised	by	the	additional	emotional	demands	I	perceived	came	
with	my	role	as	an	AGIS	head,	compared	to	prior	international	school	leadership	roles.	From	
casual	conversations	and	observations	of	colleagues	around	me,	I	felt	sure	that	I	was	not	alone	
in	this.	I	knew	that	the	head	teacher’s	role	was	a	demanding	one,	both	home	and	abroad,	but	I	
also	suspected	that	there	may	be	factors	relating	to	working	within	the	international	school	
context,	and	specifically	in	Germany,	that	may	bring	additional	or	different	pressures	to	bear	
on	school	leaders,	although	I	was	not	sure	what	these	were	exactly.	I	am	not	surprised,	
therefore	to	learn,	upon	completion	of	my	research,	that	others	have	noticed	the	same	and	
that	many	of	their	stories	reflect	very	closely	my	own	experiences.	What	has	surprised	me	is	
their	openness	and	the	trust	they	demonstrated	in	me	by	sharing	their	stories.	I	am	saddened	
by	the	loneliness,	misery	and	desperation	that	some	of	my	colleagues	shared	and	the	fears	
they	voiced	about	the	long-term	health	implications	of	working	and	living	under	the	stresses	
they	described.		They	are	a	dedicated	and	passionate	group	of	individuals,	who	care	very	much	
about	their	communities.	Whilst	they	should	take	more	personal	responsibility	to	minimise	
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their	stresses	and	build	their	resilience	capabilities,	they	deserve	to	be	equally	cared	for	and	
supported,	to	enable	them	to	sustain	their	roles	without	the	huge	personal	costs	they	are	
currently	experiencing.	I	hope	that	this	research	will	help	to	raise	awareness	of	their	needs	and	
lay	the	foundations	for	further	studies	in	the	field.	
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APPENDIX	1.	
	SURVEY	QUESTIONS	
1. Leading	an	international	school	is	emotionally	challenging	work.	
2. Leading	an	international	school	is	more	challenging	than	leading	another	type	of	school.	
3. Working	with	people	from	other	cultures	is	emotionally	challenging.	
4. Living	in	a	country	outside	of	my	home	country	is	emotionally	challenging.	
5. Working	with	students	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	challenging.	
6. Working	with	parents	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	challenging.	
7. Working	with	teachers	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	challenging.	
8. Working	with	senior	colleagues	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	challenging.	
9. Working	with	the	Board	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	challenging.	
10. Working	with	administration	and	ancillary	staff	at	my	current	school	is	emotionally	
challenging.	
11. Working	with	local	government	or	other	outside	agencies	at	my	current	school	is	
emotionally	challenging.	
12. Which	of	these	groups	do	you	find	the	most	emotionally	challenging	to	work	with	in	your	
current	school?		
l Students		
l Parents		
l Teachers		
l Senior	colleagues	
l 	The	Board		
l Ancilliary	and	administration	staff	
l 	Local	government	or	outside	agencies	
13. How	often	do	you	encounter	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	work?		
l Daily		
l 2-3	times	per	week		
l Weekly		
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l 2-3	times	per	month		
l Monthly		
l Less	than	monthly		
l Other	(please	specify)	
14.	Write	down	5	words	or	phrases	that	describe	how	you	feel	when	you	encounter	events	or	
situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	work.	
15.	Evaluate	the	following	statements:	
l There	have	been	times	when	I	have	felt	close	to	breaking	point	due	to	the	emotional	
challenges	in	my	current	post.		
l When	I	experience	emotionally	challenging	events	or	situations	at	work,	it	helps	that	I	
have	confidence	in	my	own	abilities	as	a	school	leader.		
l Dealing	with	people	at	school	whose	educational	or	personal	values	are	different	to	
my	own	can	be	emotionally	challenging.	
16.	Evaluate	the	following	statements:	
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	
this	impacts	negatively	on	my	work.		
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	
this	impacts	negatively	on	my	personal	life.		
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	
this	impacts	negatively	on	my	health.		
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	I	
hide	my	emotions	from	the	staff.		
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	I	
seek	support	from	my	senior	colleagues.		
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	I	
seek	support	from	colleagues	outside	of	my	school.	
l When	I	experience	events	or	situations	that	are	emotionally	challenging	at	school,	I	
seek	opportunities	to	get	away	from	school	such	as	attending	conferences	and	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 	
	 210	
workshops.		
l Leadership	training	or	other	professional	development	has	helped	me	to	cope	with	
the	emotional	challenges	of	my	work.		
l Healthy	lifestyle	choices	help	me	to	cope	with	the	emotional	challenges	of	my	work.		
l Networks	outside	of	education,	such	as	family	and	friends,	help	me	cope	with	the	
emotional	challenges	at	work.		
l Hobbies	and	interests	outside	of	education	help	me	to	cope	with	the	emotional	
challenges	at	work.		
l I	would	value	more	professional	development	to	help	me	cope	with	the	emotional	
challenges	of	international	school	leadership.	
17.	Please	give	details	of	any	other	strategies	you	have	for	coping	when	you	experience	
emotional	challenges	at	work.	
18.	Evaluate	the	following	statements:	
l When	I	experience	emotional	challenges	at	work,	I	reflect	on	how	I	might	do	my	job	
better.		
l When	I	experience	emotional	challenges	at	work,	I	bounce	back	quickly.		
l Emotionally	challenging	experiences	at	work	help	me	to	become	a	better	leader.	
19.	In	which	country	are	you	currently	working?	
20.	How	many	years	have	you	been	an	international	school	leader?		
l Less	than	2		
l 2-5	
l 6-8	
l 9-12		
l More	than	12	
21.	Are	you	
l male		
l female?	
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22.	How	many	years	have	you	been	in	your	current	role?	
23.	What	is	your	current	role?		
l School	Director/Head	of	School		
l Head	of	Primary/Elementary	Principal	
l Head	of	Secondary/High	School	Principal	
l Head	of	Middle	School/Middle	School	Principal	
l Head	of	Early	Years/Early	Years	Principal	
l Other	(please	specify)	
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APPENDIX	2.	
QUESTIONNAIRE	RESPONDENT	INITIAL	EMAIL	CONTACT	
	
Dear	AGIS	Colleagues		
I	am	currently	studying	for	the	Ed.D	at	the	University	of	Birmingham,	UK	and	working	as	
Primary	Principal	at	Berlin	International	School.	I	would	am	conducting	a	study	into	the	
emotional	challenges	that	we	face	as	international	school	leaders,	the	resulting	impacts	we	
experience	and	the	strategies	that	we	employ	to	cope	with	these	challenges.	It	is	hoped	that	
the	research	will	help	to	inform	school	heads,	school	boards	and	training	providers	of	the	
needs	of	school	leaders	in	this	area	and	lead	to	better	support	being	provided.	
The	study	will	take	place	in	two	stages-a	questionnaire	survey	of	all	AGIS	school	leaders,	
followed	by	an	interview	stage	of	a	small	number	of	willing	participants	identified	at	the	
questionnaire	stage.	
As	an	AGIS	school	leader,	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	take	part	in	the	questionnaire	stage	of	
the	study.	This	is	an	online	survey	and	should	take	less	than	10	minutes	to	complete.		
• Participation	is	entirely	voluntary.	
• Following	completion	of	the	questionnaire,	you	may	withdraw	your	data	from	the	
study	up	to	the	deadline	of	31st	December	2015.	
• All	information	shared	with	me	is	strictly	confidential	and	will	only	be	used	for	the	
purpose	of	my	research.	
• Your	identity	will	not	be	linked	to	the	questionnaire	data	you	provided	in	the	
presentation	of	the	research.	
• All	data	will	be	stored	electronically.	It	will	be	protected	by	complex	passwords,	which	
cannot	be	accessed	by	anyone	but	myself.	The	university	requires	that	data	be	stored	
for	a	period	of	10	years,	after	which	it	may	be	destroyed.		
In	order	to	access	the	survey,	please	click	on	this	link	[SurveyLink]	
If	you	have	any	difficulty	accessing	the	survey,	please	let	me	know.	
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CONTACT	INFORMATION	
Name:	Helen	Kelly	
Email: 	
FURTHER	INFORMATION	
This	study	has	received	ethical	approval	as	part	of	the	ethical	review	process	of	the	University	
of	Birmingham,	UK.		
Many	thanks	and	best	wishes	
Helen	Kelly	
Primary	Principal	
Berlin	International	School	
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APPENDIX	3.	
INTERVIEW	PARTICIPANT	INFORMATION	SHEET	
International	Schools	as	Emotional	Arenas-coping	with	the	leadership	challenges	in	a	German	
context	
The	Researcher	
I	am	the	former	Primary	Principal	of	Berlin	International	School	undertaking	the	Ed.D.	course	
at	the	University	of	Birmingham	in	the	UK.	I	am	researching	into	the	emotional	impact	that	
leading	international	schools	in	Germany	has	on	school	leaders	for	my	final	Ed.D	thesis.	
The	Research	Description	
The	main	purpose	of	the	research	is	to	gather	data	from	existing	school	leaders	working	in	
Association	of	German	International	Schools	(AGIS)	member	schools.		Data	has	been	collected	
through	a	questionnaire	survey	of	AGIS	school	leaders,	in	which	you	took	part	recently.	It	will	
be	followed	up	with	interviews	with	a	small	number	of	school	Directors/Heads	and	Principals.	
The	focus	of	the	research	is	to	investigate	the	emotional	demands	and	challenges	encountered	
by	international	school	leaders	and	the	impact	this	has	on	their	personal	and	professional	lives.		
It	is	intended	that	the	research	will	be	of	value	to	the	international	school	community	in	
helping	to	establish	the	particular	emotional	challenges	and	demands	faced	by	their	school	
leaders	and	so	raise	awareness	and	enable	support	for	school	leaders	to	be	improved.	It	is	also	
hoped	that	the	study	will	be	of	value	to	those	who	train	international	school	leaders,	informing	
them	of	training	needs.	
Invitation	to	Participate		
As	a	school	leader	in	an	AGIS	member	school,	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	participate	further	in	
this	study	by	taking	part	in	a	face-to-face	interview.	
Please	note	the	following	relating	to	the	interview	
• The	interview	will	be	conducted	with	me.	
• It	will	take	place	at	a	time	and	place	to	be	agreed	between	us.	
• The	interview	will	take	about	one	hour	to	complete.	
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• A	sound	recording	will	be	made	of	the	interview	and	a	typed	transcript	produced,	by	
myself	following	the	interview.	
In	the	interview	I	will	ask	you	to	recall	three	or	four	situations/incidents	or	types	of	
situations/incidents,	which	you	have	found	emotionally	demanding,	or	challenging	in	your	
current	role.	You	may	talk	in	specifics	or	more	generally	if	this	makes	you	more	comfortable.	It	
is	hoped	that	the	conversation	will	be	collegial	and	supportive.		
Your	Rights	
• Participation	is	entirely	voluntary.	
• You	are	free	to	withdraw	from	the	study,	at	any	time	prior	to	the	interview.	
• Following	the	interview,	you	may	withdraw	your	data	from	the	study	until	a	deadline	of	
31st	July	2016.	
Confidentiality/Anonymity	and	Data	Security	
• All	information	shared	with	me	is	strictly	confidential	and	will	only	be	used	for	the	
purpose	of	my	research.	
• Your	anonymity	is	guaranteed.	Your	identity	will	be	protected	and	neither	you	nor	your	
school	will	be	identifiable	in	the	final	research	paper.	
• All	data	will	be	stored	electronically.	It	will	be	protected	by	complex	passwords,	which	
cannot	be	accessed	by	anyone	but	myself.	The	university	requires	that	data	be	stored	
for	a	period	of	10	years,	after	which	it	may	be	destroyed.		
• You	and	your	school	will	be	assigned	a	code	name	for	the	purpose	of	storage	and	
sharing	of	the	raw	data	with	members	of	the	university.	
Contact	Information	
Name:	Helen	Kelly	
Email:	 	
Further	Information	
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This	study	has	received	ethical	approval	as	part	of	the	ethical	review	process	of	the	University	
of	Birmingham,	UK.		
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APPENDIX	4.	
THEMATIC	TABLES	
Sources	of	Emotional	Challenge	
1.	Relationships	with	staff	
-Supporting	staff	with	
professional/personal	problems	
	
P4-lost	baby	
P5-	child	died	
P5	-Senate	
-Poor	relationships/confrontations	
	
P6-no	love	in	primary	school	
P6-East	German	women	
P3-no	support	from	staff	
P1-	staff	meeting	over	salary	
P5-written	warning	
-Change	management	
	
P3-curriulum	
P4-early	years	
P5-staff	revolt	
-How	head	perceived/competence	
	
P3-lack	of	clarity	about	job	role	
P8-board	dishonesty	impacting	
P7-senior	colleagues	
P5	
2.	Relationships	between	staff	
	
P5	
P1-violent	incident	
3.	Staff	performance	management	
and	discipline	
	
P4-incompetent	teacher	
P6-deputy	head	
P2-drunk	staff	
P5-written	warning	and	incompetent	staff	
P1-staff	hit	child	
4.	Relationships	with	senior	colleagues	
	
P2-sacked	
P7-pressure	to	perform	
P6	–deputy	incompetent	
P5-poor	advice	and	support	
5.	Relationships	with	board	
	
P8-dishonesty	
P1-unrealistic		
P5-poor	transparency	no	trust	
6.	Parent	issues	
	
P4-transition	
P2-cyberbullying	
P8-very	angry	parents	
P5-behaviour	management	
P2-curriculum	changes	
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Consequences	and	Impacts	of	Emotional	Challenge	
Health	impacts	
• Tired/Exhausted	
• Twitching	eye	
• Colds	
	
P1	
P8	
P8	
P5	
7.	Cultural	differences	 	
Employment	rights/Betriebsrat	 P5-BR	scrutiny	
P2-BR	with	drunk	teacher	
P1-general	
P6-permanent	contract	
P4-permanent	contract	
-Work	life	balance		
	
	
P3-different	outlook	to	head	
P6,	P5	
-Staff/leadership	relations		
	
P3-hierarchy	unexpected	
P5-different	expectations	
-parental	expectations	
	
P2-cyberbullying	
P5-behaviour	
P4-transition	issues	
-change	management		 P3,	P4,	P5	
8.	Transition	issues	
-Head’s	own	transition	
	
P7-wife	not	settling	
P3-	made	no	friends,	lonely	
P5-issues	in	first	few	months/professional	transition	
P1-issues	in	first	few	months/professional	transition	
-Transition	of	staff		
	
P4-staff	having	no	support	network	
P1-	supporting	them	
-Transition	of	parents		 P4-angry	parent	
P1-makes	reference	to	it	
9.	Lack	of	similar	prior	experience			 P7,	P1,	P5,	P4	
10.	Awareness	of	own	weaknesses		 P7	
11.	Issues	with	education	authority		 P5-inspection	of	teaching	
P8-	curriculum	changes	and	interference	
12.	Feeling	isolated/lonely/not	
understood	or	appreciated	
	
P6-personal	isolation	
P3-personal	isolation	
P1,	P2,	P5	
13.	Sense	of	being	responsible	for	
everything	
	
P1,	P6,	P5,	P8	
14.	Community	leader/support	
	
P5-death	of	child	
P8-community	murder	
P4-miscarriage	
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• Worry	about	long	term	health	 P1	
Unable	to	sustain	long	term	 P3,	P8,	P6	
Feeling	overwhelmed	
Emotionally	drained	
More	stress	than	in	the	last	10	years	
P3	
P6	
P8	
Stress	 P8,	P6,	P5,	P7	
	
Frustration	
Anger	
Feeling	responsible	 P1,	P6,	P8	
Feeling	judged,	scrutinised	 P5,	P2,	P7,	P6	
Anxiety	
Feeling	isolated	or	lonely-personal	and	
professional	
P3,	P6,	P1,	P5	
Hiding	real	feelings-emotion	management	 P2,	P8,	P6	
Taking	it	personally	 P6,	P2,	P3	
Coping	Strategies	
Taking	a	break	
• Free	time	
• Conferences	
P1,	P8	
Support	from	colleagues	inside	school	 P4,	P3,		
Support	from	outside	networks	 P1	
Support	from	home	(only	questionnaire	respondents)	
Exercise-running,	swimming	 P1,	P8	
Leisure	time-cooking,	choir,	massage,	DVDs,	
yoga	
P2,	P3,	P6	
Alcohol	 P1,	P8	
Sleep	 P5,	P7	
Reflection	and	improvement	 P6,	P3,	P5	
Values-circle	of	stakeholders	 P1		
Sense	of	purpose/problem	solving	 P8	
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